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FOREWORD 

Thirty-seven years ago the late Sir Henry Dickens, the youngest 
son of the great novelist, was one of my sponsors when I became 
a student of the Inner Temple. When he was signing the papers 
in his chambers he turned to me and said : 

“ It will interest you to know that the desk I am using at this 
moment was the desk at which my father wrote many of his 
novels. One day when you rise to eminence at the Bar, as I 
hope you will, it may give you pleasure to tell people that the 
first step in your career was the desk of Charles Dickens.” 

I can see the desk now, and remember that it struck me as 
small and very high for the kind of desk one might have expected 
to be the cradle of such great books. It is a pleasant fancy which 
I cherish to this day that the desk of Charles Dickens asserted 
its claim at the expense of my legal career, and decided that I 
should trek however faintly in the footsteps of its original owner 
instead of in those of the owner’s son. Charles Dickens himself 
was a friend of my grandfather, and my grandmother, Emmeline 
Montague, who had retired from the professional stage when she 
married, returned to it on various occasions as an amateur to act 
in the novelist’s dramatic entertainments. Now, nearly a cen- 
tury after my grandfather’s first meeting with Charles Dickens, I 
find myself privileged to write this brief foreword to the first 
book of Charles Dickens’s great-granddaughter, and I do not 
think I shall be accused of fondness when I claim that it is a 
remarkable book for a young woman in her early twenties. It is 
not quite so good as The Pickwick PaperSy which were written 
by a young man in his early twenties, but is has some of that 
exuberant vitality which marked the work of Charles Dickens 
himself, and whatever else we may find to pra,ise in contemporary 
letters, exuberant vitality is not conspicuous at the moment. 

One Pair of Hands is the record of an adventure which only a 
young woman of exuberant vitality could have undertaken. To 
spend so many months of one’s life as a cook-general demands 
from a young woman of to-day every bit as much resolution, 
perseverance, and pluck, as to fly an aeroplane across Africa, or 
hold her own in the centre court at Wimbledon. If you do not 
believe me read the book and at the end you will believe me. 
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So far as the law of libel allows the record of this adventure is a 
faithful one. For obvious reasons it has been necessary to 
prevent any possibility that the ex-cook-general’s employers and 
their friends and acquaintances might recognise themselves or be 
recognised by other people. Therefore, appropriately enough, 
Miss Dickens has had to combine the task of the novelist with 
the task of the historian, and knowing myself all too well the 
difficulty of reconciling exact portraiture with one’s anxiety not 
to hurt the feelings or wound the vanity of other people, I am 
astonished at the skill with which this young writer has contrived 
to retain the essential truth of her experience, and at the same time 
avoid any kind of photographic accuracy. 

I do not feel that I am called upon to adorn this tale by 
pointing a moral. To readers of imagination that moral is 
sufficiently obvious. To readers without imagination the most 
insistent pointing will be useless. For years I have wondered 
why any domestic servants are left in this country, so incapable 
are the great majority of English people of knowing how to 
treat their servants. This was not so once upon a time. It was a 
product of the get-rich-quick nineteenth century, that century 
whose faults Charles Dickens himself perceived so clearly. How 
deeply he would have delighted in the warm humanity of his 
great-granddaughter ! How keenly he would have enjoyed her 
ability never to lose sight of the comic side of her employers, of 
her fellow-sufferers, .^nd most of ail of herself ! This great gift 
of objective enjoyment, whether it be of pleasure or of pain, 
whether it be of oth« people's absurdity or of one’s own, is to 
my mind the best gift that fortune can bestow upon the novelist. 
That gift, at any rate, has been bestowed upon Monica Dickens. 
What she will make of it ultimately remains to be seen, but 
One Pair of Hands is a brave start, and I feel agreeably optimistic 
about her future. 


Compton Mackenzie 


CHAPTER ONE 


I WAS FED UP. As I lay awake in the grey small hours of an 
Autumn morning, I reviewed my life. Three a.m. is not the 
most propitious time for meditation, as everyone knows, and a 
deep depression was settling over me. 

I had just returned from New York, where the crazy cyclone of 
gaiety in which people seem to survive over there, had caught me 
up, whirled me blissfully round, and dropped me into a London 
which seemed flat and dull. I felt restless, dissatisfied, and abom- 
inably bad-tempered. 

“ Surely,” I thought, ” there’s something more to life than just 
going out to parties that one doesn’t enjoy, with people one 
doesn’t even like ? What a pointless existence it is drifting 
about in the hope that something may happen to relieve the 
monotony. Something has got to be done to get me out of this 
rut.” 

In a flash it came to me : 

“ I’ll have a job ! ” 

1 said it out loud and it sounded pretty good to me, though 
my dog didn’t seem to be deeply moved. The more I thouglit 
about it, the better I liked the idea, especially from the point of 
view of making some money. 

My mind sped away for a moment, after the fashion of all 
minds in bed, and showed me visions of big money — furs — a new 
car — but I brought it back to earth with an effort to wonder for 
what sort of a job I could possibly qualify. I reviewed the 
possibilities. 

Since leaving school I had trained rather half-heartedly for 
various things. I had an idea, as everyone does at that age, 
that I should be a roaring success on the stage. When I came 
back from being ” finished ” in Paris, I had begged to be allowed 
to have dramatic training. 

” Try anything once,” said my parents, so ofif I went, full of 
hope and ambition, to a London dramatic school. I hadn’t been 
there more than two weeks before I and everyone else in the 
place discovered that I couldn’t act, and probably, never would 
be able to. This was discouraging, but I ploughed on, getting a 
greater inferiority complex every day. Part of the policy of this 
school is to ‘‘ knock the corners off the girls ” (not the men, they 
are too rare and precious). It is only the tough, really ambitious 
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girls who weather the storm of biting sarcasm and offensive 
personal remarks that fall on their cowed heads. 

This is a good thing, really, as it means that only the ones 
with real talent and endurance go through with it to that even 
tougher life ahead. The uncertain and inept ones like myself 
are discouraged at the start from a career in which they could 
never make a success, and so are saved many heartbreaks later 

on* . - 

Once having made up my mind that I had no vocation, 1 

enjoyed my year there immensely, and walked about the stage 
quite happily aS the maid, or somebody’s sister, with hands and 
feet growing larger every minute. Gazing into a still pool at 
sunset, or registering grief, fear and ecstasy in rapid succession 
was wonderful fun, too ; especially when performed in the com- 
pany of fifty other girls in rather indecent black tights. 

It didn’t occur to me that it might be a little irritating for the 
authorities to have someone trailing unambitiously about m the 
dust raised by the star pupils. No one was more surprised than 
myself therefore, when I found myself — thrown out, figur^ively 
speaking, on my ear — standing on the pavement with my books 
under one arm and my black tights under the other. 

The next possibility was dressmaking. I dismiss^ that, too, 
at once, because it has always seemed to me to be the resort ot 
inefficient, but certainly decorative, society girls, who are given 
jobs in dress shops, in the hope that they will introduce their rich 
friends. After that, they stand about the place in streamlined 
attitudes, wearing marvellous clothes and expressions of suffering 

superiority. , . 

That didn’t seem quite my style, so I turned to cooking. 

That was the thing which interested me most and. about which I 
thought I knew quite a lot. I had had a few lessons from my 
“ Madame ” in Paris, but my real interest was aroused by lessons 
I had at a wonderful school of French cookery in London. 

I went there quite unable to boil so much as an egg and came 
out with Homard Thermidor and Crepes Suzette at my finger- 
tips. I was still unable to boil an egg, however, or roast a joint 
of beef. The simple things weren’t considered worth teaching, 
so I had a short spell at a very drab school of English cooking, 
where there were a great many pupils clamouring for the attention 
of the two ancient spinsters who taught us. When they hadn’t 
time to tell me what to cook next, it was : “ Get washed up, Miss 
Dickens,” and Miss Dickens had to clean up other people’s 
messes at the sink, till, at last, if she was lucky she was allowed to 
make a rock-cake. • 
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When I told my family that I was thinking of taking a cooking 
job, the roars of laughter were rather discouraging. No one 
believed that 1 could cook at all, as I had never had a chance to 
practise at home. Our cook, aged sixty-five and slightly touched, 
had ruled in the kitchen for thirty years and had an irritating 
tendency to regard the saucepans, stove and indeed all the kitchen 
fittings as her own property. 

I once crept down there when I thought she was asleep in her 
room to try out an omelet. Noiselessly I removed a frying-pan 
from its hook and the eggs from their cupboard. It was the pop 
of the gas that woke her, I think, for I was just breaking the first 
egg when a pair of slippered feet shuffled round the door and a 
shriek of horror caused me to break the egg on the floor. This 
disaster, together with the fact that I was using her one very 
special beloved and delicately nurtured frying-pan, upset cook so 
much that she locked herself in the larder with all the food and 
we had to make our Sunday dinner off bananas. 

If the family weren’t going to be helpful I would look for a job 
all by myself and not tell them about it till I’d got one. I had no 
idea of exactly what job I should apply for, so I decided to go to 
an agency. I had seen one advertised in a local paper, so as soon 
* as there was no one about to say : “ Where are you going ? ” 
1 clapped on my mildest hat, and rushed out of the house in 
search of it. I was wildly excited, and as nervous as if 1 were 
going to a stage audition. Finding the place quite easily, I tore 
up three flights of stairs, and swung breathlessly through a door 
which said : “ Enter without knocking, if you please.” 

The dingy, bottle-green atmosphere of the office sobered me, 
and I sat meekly down on the edge of a chair and could see my 
nose shining out of the corner of my eye. I thought perhaps it 
was a good thing, it might look more earnest. The woman at 
the desk opposite scrutinized me for a while through rimless 
pince-nez, and I became absorbed in the question of whether or 
not she wore a wig. I had just decided that it was too undesirably 
shabby to be anything but her own hair, when I realised that she 
. was murmuring questions at me. I answered in a hoarse whisper 
^ because it seemed to be the thing, and because all of a sudden I 
started to feel rather pathetic. She hinted in a delicate way that 
she wondered why I was looking for this sort of job, so I felt 
impelled to give her a glimpse of a widowed mother and a despe- 
rate struggle against poverty. I almost made myself believe in 
the pathos of it, and we had to cough and change the subject. 
I felt even more pathetic when she told me that it would be 
difficult to get a job without experience or references. She 
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rustled about among her papers for a bit and I wondered whether 
I ought to leave, when the telephone on her desk rang. >A^iJe 
she was conducting a cryptic conversation she kept looking at 
me. Then I heard her say : 

“ As a matter of a fact, I*ve got someone in the office at this 
very moment who might suit.” She wrote down a number, and 
my spirits soared as I took the slip of paper she held out to me, 
saying : ” Ring up this lady. She wants a cook immediately. 

In fact, you would have to start to-morrow by cooking a dinner 
for ten people. Could you manage that, I wonder ? ” 

” Oh, yes,” said I — never having cooked for more than four in 
my life. I thanked her profusely, paid a shilling, and dashed out 
to the nearest telephone box. I collected my wits, powdered 
my nose, took a deep breath, and dialled the number. A piping 
voice at the other end informed me that I was speaking to 
Miss Cattermole. I assured her, with all the bluff at my com- 
mand, that I was just what she was looking for. 

” Are you sure ? ” she kept saying. ” Are you sure ? It s a 
celebration for my brother — just home from B.A., you know. 

I expressed suitable awe, though for all I knew, B.A. might have 
been anything from an outpost of Empire to a long spell of Penal 
Servitude, and she decided to engage me for the dinr^r-party, 
anyway, and as a permanency if I fulfilled the promise of my self- 
praise. I asked her what to-morrow’s menu was to be. 

” Just a small, simple dinner : lobster cocktails, soup, turbot 
Mornay, pheasants with vegetables, fruit salad, and a savoury. 

In rather a shaken voice, I promised to turn up in good time, and 
rang off. 

I spent the intervening hours feverishly reading cookery books, 
and wishing that I hadn't let myself in for something about which 
I knew so little. My family were still highly amused at the idea 
of my attempting it, which didn’t increase my confidence. I 
told my mother she was a widow and she took it quite well. 

Miss Cattermole lived in Dulwich in one of the most depressing 
houses ever seen. It had a great many grimy turrets and smat- 
terings of stained glass, and though quite small, was approached 
by a semi-circular drive round an unhealthy tangle of laurels. I 
rang at the back door and the depression of the house closed 
round me as I was admitted by a weary-looking maid. She was 
so thin that her dress and apron dropped on her, and even her 
cap fell over her eyes as if the whole lot wanted to slide des- 
pairingly to the ground. 1 followed her through a sort of stone 
rabbit-warren to where an ancient brooding figure sat hunched in 
a chair in the sitting-room. She was introduced to me on a note 
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of reverent horror, as : “ Nannie ’* — evidently a family pen- 
sioner who had transferred her awesome sway from the nursery to 
the basement. It was quite obvious why Miss Cattermole had 
difficulty in keeping a cook. The maid was called away by a bell 
and Nannie condescended to show me the kitchen, though I 
could see that she hated me at sight. 

As I started to prepare the dinner I began to share her gloomy 
view of myself, as it dawned on me more and more that high-class 
cooking lessons are all very well, but a little practical experience 
is necessary, too, in order to cope with the vicissitudes that crop 
up in the kitchen. 

I made the fruit salad first. That was quite easy, as all I had 
to do was cut up fruit and mess it together in a bowl. After a 
bit, I got tired of scraping the pith off oranges, and I also caught 
sight of the time, so I pushed the rest, all stringy, to the bottom of 
the dish, and rushed the pheasants into the oven. Then I 
washed the vegetables sketchily, and put them on to cook. 
Feverishly I opened the tins of lobster. When I came to from the 
agonised delirium of a torn thumb, I was confronted by the prob- 
lem of how on earth one made a lobster cocktail. I started to 
make them into a sticky mess with some tomato, thinned down 
^ with a little of my life-blood. At this critical point the mistress 
of the house careened into the kitchen in full feather. 

The first impression one got of Miss Cattermole was like look- 
ing into one of those Kaleidoscopes, in which coloured beads 
whirl about in a dazzle of changing patterns. When your eyes 
got used to her, she resolved into a mass of multi-coloured 
scarves, sewn haphazardly together, so that loose ends waved 
gaily from unlikely places to the answering flutter of straggling 
orange-wool hair. Out of this profusion, a pair of beady eyes 
darted a piercing glance of horror at my poor lobster. 

“ Oh, dear ! ’* she shrilled. “ Is that the way you make lobster 
cocktails ? It looks funny to me ; oh, dear, I do hope every- 
thing’s going to be all right. Are you sure ” I saw the 

eyes jump round to where the Turbot lay keeping warm. I had 
\ cooked it too early and it was getting harder and drier every 
^ minute while it waited for its sauce to cover it. 

There was a desperate sinking feeling inside me, and I had to 
call to my aid all the bluff I knew. 

I threw a careless shake of red pepper over the prawns, and, 
with the air of one who knows so much that it’s almost boring, I 
drawled : 

“ Well, actually, I was talking to a famous chef the other day, 
and he gave me a special recipe — they use it at the Savoy, too. 
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I thought you might like to have it, but, of course, if you prefei 

the ordinary ” I shrugged my shoulders, watching her 

closely from under scornfully-drooped eyelids. Would she buy 
it ? She did. I had luckily hit upon a good line, for that gaudy 
exterior cloaked a drab little snobbish soul. She retired under 
my supercilious gaze and I returned frantically to my lobster. 
Dinner was at eight and it was already a quarter-past seven. I 
discovered some cream and poured that on ; the lobster began 
to look more appetising ; I wanted more cream and there was 
none, but I discovered three milk bottles in the larder, so I 
opened them all and used the top part. The lobster looked all 
right now, so I started to put them into their sherry glasses. I 
broke one, of course, and had to creep into the pantry when the 
sad thin maid wasn't looking to find another. I rushed back 
to the kitchen to sweep up the broken bits, as I could see a pair of 
silver slippers descending the stairs. I only just had time to kick 
the glass under the stove and pour more water on to the potatoes, 
which had boiled dry and were starting to burn before taking up 
my stance, negligently stirring the soup. She smelled the pota- 
toes, of course, so I opened the oven door and took her mind off 
them with a fine smell of roasting as I basted the pheasant. 

“ It just came into my mind that some tomatoes and mush- 
rooms would be rather tasty lyii)g round the dish,” she said ; 
“ there should be some in the larder.” My silent curses followed 
her as she withdrew. I would never be ready in time ! 1 put 

the tomatoes into the soup to loosen their skins and one of them 
burst and I had to strain the soup. Thank goodness I had been 
taught at the French school that mushrooms taste better un- 
peeled. I put them on to cook, and the next ten minutes were a 
mad turmoil as everything decided to finish cooking itself at 
once. I rushed about, snatching things away here and there as they 
were about to burn. I turned the oven down, and put everything 
inside to keep warm, and stood back wiping the sweat off my 
brow and feeling rather pleased with myself. Even the savoury 
was ready — it would be pretty dried up by the time it appeared, 
but it was a load off my mind. 

I only just got this done before the hired waitresses came in 
with trays and said that the guests were there and they wanted to 
serve dinner. I got it away all right as far as the fish, forgetting 
to put the sherry in the soup, but I was past bothering about 
trifles like that. I was carefully carving the pheasants, calculat- 
ing that it would take them a little time to drink their soup and 
toy with their fish while conversing elegantly of this and that. 
However, they evidently had nothing to say to each other, and 
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were concentrating on quick eating, because the waitresses came 
back for the pheasants long before they were ready. In a frenzy, 
I tore the wretched birds limb from limb with my bare hands, and 
scattered mushrooms over the ragged pieces as best I could. 
Nannie had arrived in the kitchen at this point and was observing 
my distress with the utmost satisfaction. She kept either sniffing 
or clicking her teeth, whichever it was it was maddening, and I 
} said : 

“ Would you mind taking the vegetables out of the oven ? ” 

She shuffled off to get a cloth, and took care not to return till 
I’d done it myself. Black despair settled on me and I could have 
cried with exhaustion and hatred of everybody in this horrible 
house. I remembered to make the coffee. Luckily Nannie 
didn’t see it boil up ail over the stove. Things were a little calmer 
now, except that dirty dishes kept on arriving in astonishing 
numbers and being piled up wherever there was an inch of space. 
The said maid — her name was Addic — I discovered, and the 
two waitresses were behaving like people acting in a play. 
They would sweep into the kitchen as if coming off the stage into 
the wings, with trays held high and a tense expression of hauteur 
still on their faces ; relax for a moment in the frenzy of getting 
^ the new dishes loaded, and glide off again with faces prepared 
to make their next entrance. The cook and I were left like 
stage hands among the debris, as if having seen a glimpse of 
another world, we almost listened for the applause of the unseen 
audience. 

The washing up took an age. 1 began to regret the days when 
a huge dish was put on the middle of the table and everyone 
helped themselves with their fingers. It was finished at last, and 
we all sat down in the sitting-room round the unappetising 
remains of the feast, “ hotted up ” by me. I was too tired to do 
more than drink a cup of tea. They regarded me with pity, and 
Nannie said : “ Slimmin’, I suppose — mad I call it,” as she 
packed potato away behind her well-filled black alpaca. Addie 
ate rapaciously and I wondered at her thinness. 1 was enlight- 
\ ened, however, when her apology for passing her plate for a third 
^ helping was : ” It's me little strangers, there’s no satisfyin’ ’em, it 
seems.” 

This led to other interesting topics. Nannie’s feet, it appeared . 
were inclined to ” draw ” in the damp, and Violet, one of the 
waitresses, had some information on the subject of varicose 
veins. The other waitress, whose name sounded like Mrs, 
Haddock, had a daughter who had just had a bad time with her 
first, so, not to be outdone, I told them about my dropped 
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arches. This went down well, and I went up a bit in their estima- 
tion. Cigarettes were lit, and we settled down to a cosy discus- 
sion of the people upstairs. 

“ Some people,” said Addie in her rather moaning voice, 
” have got a nerve. That Mrs. Bewmont, I mean to say, asked 
for a second sponge finger, straight she did. ‘ Well,* I said to 
myself, ‘ what cheek, eh ? ' ” 

“ Well I never. She never took one.” 

“ Didn’t she then ? Too busy talking to his Lordship, I 
dessay. ‘ Go it, my lady,’ I says to myself, ‘ we seen you without 
your party manners.’ ” 

” What about Miss May ? She got married, didn’t she ? 
Isn’t she going to have a baby yet ? ” 

” No, dear — she can't, I’ve heard. It’s 'is fault, they say, but 
of course ” 

I was beginning to feel a trifle uncomfortable, and was relieved 
when, at this point, the drawing-room bell broke into Addie’s 
revelations. 

” Oh, bells, bells, bells, they’d drive you mad,” said Violet 
calmly as she rose without haste to answer the summons. I 
thought it was about time I was going, so I went and put my coat 
on. I wanted to know what time I had to come the next day, 
and ndthing had as yet been settled about my wages. 

Violet came downstairs again and said : ” She wants to see 
you before you go.” 

“ She ” was in the hall, her plumage drooping a little from the 
strain of sociability. ” Ah, Miss Dickens ! ” I could see she 
was trying to carry something off, as her voice was higher than 
ever, and falsely bright. ” I really don’t think I can settle any- 
thing permanent just now, so please don’t bother to come to- 
morrow. Thank you so much. Good night ! ” She pressed 
some coins into my hand and vanished into the drawing-room. 
When the door had shut behind her on the swell of voices, I 
opened my hand on two half-crowns and a shilling. 

“ Well,” I said to myself as I banged out into the Dulwich 
night and nearly fell into the laurels, ” what cheek, eh ? ” 


CHAPTER TWO 

s 

* 

1 THINK MISS CATTERMOLE must have refrained from telling the 
agency what she thought of me, for they rang me up a few days 
later and offered me another job. This time is was a Mrs. 
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Robertson, who wanted someone twice a week to do washing and 
ironing and odd jobs. As I had already assured the agency that I 
was thoroughly domesticated in every way, I didn’t feel like 
admitting that I was the world’s worst ironer. 

the address, and I went along there in a clean 
storched apron which I hoped made me look crisp and efficient. 

of the flats let me in, as Mrs. Robertson was out, but 
she had left a note for me, and a pile of washing on the bathroom 
floor. I sorted it out, and it was not attractive. It consisted 
mainly of several grubby and rather ragged pairs of corsets and a 

great many small pairs of men’s socks and stockings in a horrid 
condition of stickiness. 

I made a huge bowl of soapsuds, and dropped the more nauseat- 
ing articles in with my eyes shut. 1 washed and rinsed and squee- 
ing articles in with my eyes shut. I washed and rinsed and 
squeezed for about an hour and a half. There was no one but me 
to answer the telephone, which always rang when 1 was covered 
in soap to the elbow. I accepted a bridge party for the owner of 
the corsets, and a day’s golfing for the wearer of the socks, but 
did not feel in a position to give an opinion on the state of 
cousin Mary’s health. 

I had just finished hanging out the clothes, and had wandered 
into the drawing-room to see what son of books they had, when 
I heard a latchkey in the door. I flew back to the bathroom, and 
was discovered diligently tweaking out the fingers of gloves when 
Mrs. Robertson walked in. It had occurred to me that she must 
be a very trusting person to allow a complete stranger the run of 
her flat, and I now realised that it was probably because she was 
the soul of honesty herself, that she expected everyone else to be 
the same. Her large blue eyes gazed candidly on the world, 
from a face that shone with integrity. She gave me a hearty smile 
and a handshake, and looked round to inspect my labours. 

If she expected everyone to be honest, she also expected them to 
be as efficient as herself. She was horrified to see that I had not 
hung the stockings up by the heels, and told me so with a charm- 
ing frankness. However, she still wanted me to come back the 
next day to iron the things I had washed, so my heart warmed 
towards her, and 1 offered to make her a cup of tea Mr 
Robertson arrived just as 1 was going out, and we coUided at the 
front door. He threw me a terrified glance upwards, for he was 
a fiery man, and scuttled for safety into his dressing-room. 

I returned the next day, still crisp and efficient, and scorched 
Mrs. Robertson’s best crepe de Chine camisole. She was more 
than frank in her annoyance over this trifling mishap and it made 
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me nervous. The climax came when I dropped the electric iron 
on the floor and it gave off a terrific burst of blue sparks. I sup- 
posed it had fused, and Mrs. Robertson came hurrying in at the 
sound of the crash, and she knew it had. It was all very awk- 
ward, and I felt very small indeed under her candid remarks. It 
ended by her paying me at the rate of a shilling an hour for the 
time I had put in, and a tacit agreement being formed between 
us that I should never appear again. I just caught a glimpse of 
Mr. Robertson flitting into a doorway as I came into the hall. I 
was sorry not to have known him better, we could have been 
friends, I think — except for the sticky socks. 


Well, so far, I didn’t seem to have been much of a success as a 
working girl. I wasn’t exactly piling up money in large quanti- 
ties either, and the rate of pay didn’t come anywhere near com- 
pensating for the mental agonies that I had undergone. I was 
still undaunted, however, and told myself that there are so rnany 
people in the world that it doesn’t matter if one doesn’t hit it off 
with one or two of them. I pinned my faith in the whispering 
woman in the agency, and went and had a heart-to-heart talk 
with her. 

“ W,hat I want is something where I’ll really get a chance to get 
some practical experience,” I told her. 

“ Well, we have one or two people asking for cook-generals, 
she said. ” You might go and see this Miss Faulkener, at Chelsea. 
She wants someone to do the work of a very small flat, and cook 
dinner .at night, and sometimes lunch. You ought to be able to 
manage that, I think.” She gazed at me thoughtfully, but 
without much confidence. ” Well, anyway, there's no harm in 
having an interview. Here’s the address.” 

I rang up Miss Faulkener, and she told me to come and see her 
that afternoon. The burning question of what to wear exercised 
me very much. Should I dress the part in two slashing shades of 

green and Woolworth ear-rings ? 

No, I would keep up the pretence of tragic gentility — plain 
but clean and honest. A black coat and an uncompromising 
black felt had would meet the case. Mourning, perhaps, for 
” the Dad.” 1 might be a soldier’s daughter, and he had told me 
with his last breath to ; “ Take care of your mother, the gallant 

little woman.” . r.n 

I added a pair of cotton gloves to the outfit and went on, full 

of hope and very excited, to Miss Faulkener's flat off the King s 



Road. A sharp-featured maid opened the door and looked me 
over suspiciously. 

“ You come ^ter the job ? ’* 

“ Yes,” I whispered humbly. 

” Got an appointment ? ” 

” Yes.” I gave her my name, and she let me in reluctantly. 
I stood shifting my feet in the narrow hall, while she disappeared 
through a door, presumably to give a report on me to someone 
inside. Eventually she came out and told me I could go in. I 
found myself in one of those long rooms that have an archway in 
the middle and velvet curtains to divide it into drawing-room 
and dining-room. I was in the drawing-room end. On a sofa in 
front of a coal fire, groomed to the last eyebrow, sat my prospec- 
tive employer. Though quite young, she had a self-confident 
poise beyond her years. Undeniably attractive there was yet a 
hard, almost inhuman quality about the fauUIessness of her 
appearance. She didn’t look the sort of girl who could be 
persuaded to buy a dud article like myself, unless she wanted to of 
her own free will. 

She told me to sit down, and scrutinised me pretty closely 
while we talked. It was a funny feeling to think that I was in her 
power to be accepted or^ rejected with contumely, and I had a 
strong schoolgirl desire to giggle. 

” What experience have you had, and have you references ? ” 
I knew this was bound to come, but nevertheless it was still a 
disturbing question. I had thought of an answer, though, and 
got it out fast, stumbling a little in my desire to appear eager and 
worthy. 

” Well, you see, I haven’t actually had a job quite like this 
before, but I’ve kept house for my mother for quite a time, and 
also. I’ve done quite a lot of cooking for dinner parties at various 
houses.” (Oh, Miss Cattermole, how art thou magnified ! ) 

Then I gave her exaggerated accounts of my training in cookery, 
and sat back to let her think it over. 

” Well, yes,” she said thoughtfully, ‘‘ I must say I’d rather 
you had more actual experience, but I’m in a hurry to get some- 
one as my Mrs. Baker, who let you in, wants to go to-morrow. 
Her father’s ill. I don’t want to be left without anybody. You 
really think you could manage the work all right ? ” 

Trying to hit on a nice mixture of pride and deprecation, I 
assured her that I could. I hadn’t the.slightest idea how much 
money I ought to ask for. 

She said : ” How about twenty-five shillings a week ? Sunday 

afternoon and evening off, and one half-day a week.” 

% 
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It sounded quite a lot to me, for something that I thought I 
was rather going to enjoy. She looked an amusing woman, and 
it would be marvellous to have the run of a kitchen to mess in to 
my heart’s content. It was all fixed up ; I was to start the next 
day. It seemed too good to be true to think that I’d really landed 
the Job. In my enthusiasm, even the idea of getting up early 
seemed quite rosy. I asked her what time I had to be there in 
the mornings. 

“ I have my breakfast in bed at a quarter-past nine, so if you 
get here in time to get that ready, and lay this fire, that’ll be all 
right. You can get this room done after that, as I don’t get up 
very early.” 

I could picture her, lying in bed, holding long telephone con- 
versations, wearing something rather pink and lacy. I was sure 
she had lovely nightdresses. 

She indicated that the interview was at an end, and told me to 
go and find Mrs. Baker, who would show me where everything 
was. 1 found her in the kitchen. She was much pleasanter now 
that I was an accepted member of the household and not a sus- 
picious intruder, and quite unburdened her soul to me over a pot 
of strong black tea. I heard all about her father’s illness. The 
details were terrifying ; it seemed to me about time someone 
went and looked after him. 

“ It’s a long time now since I lived at ’ome,” she said. ” Dad 

and Mr. Baker, they never could get on together, so we went out 

Streatham way and set up on our own. Then when Mr. B. was 

called above with pneumonia, poor soul, six years ago, that was, 

I went into service. Been with Miss Faulkener nearly a year now. 

Ever such a nice young lady she is, but particular. Oh, my, yes. 

Some folks seem to ’ave nothin’ better to do all day than to run 

their fingers along the shelves, lookin’ for dirt. Not that I’d say 

anything against her, mind, she’s always been very nice to me, 

I m sure. Her parents are divorced. I expect you won’t mind 
that.” 

She said this last with such emphasis, and looked at me so 
severely that it was obvious that she didn’t approve herself and 
would be shocked but not surprised if I did. 

1 said airily ; “ Ah well, of course, Mrs. Baker, in these days, 

you know, one has to make allowances ; after all, it’s happening 
every day.” 

Those God hath joined together ” she replied 

S- ! ly. I lai’s the one remark to which there is never any 
a . wer, so I suggested that she might show me round a bit. It 
.\ dear little kitchen and beautifully clean. I looked forward 
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to having it to myself, thou^i I was afraid it wouldn't look 
quite so spotless after I’d been in occupation for a bit. 

The flat consisted of Miss Faulkener’s bedroom, a tasteful 
chamber of the peach satin and wliite woolly rug order, a spare 
room, bathroom, and the drawing-cum-dining-room which I 
had already seen. There didn’t look a great lot to do — not that 
I’d had any experience of housework, but Mrs. Baker took care to 
point out that all the floors were parquet. 

“ You’d be surprised at the amount of polishing they take.” 

I pursed my lips knowingly and nodded, trying to look as 
though I’d been polishing floors all my life. 

She then told me a lot of things about the routine of the 
establishment. I didn’t take in all of them, but I was pleased to 
hear that Miss Faulkener took an interest in food and “ liked 
things done appetising.” It would give me plenty of scope for 
practising. 

I suddenly remembered that I must go and buy a uniform before 
the shops shut, so Mrs. Baker and I went out of each other’s life 
and I made tracks for an Oxford Street store where I could get 
something on my mother’s account. 

They had a huge variety of really quite decorative uniforms. 
” There’s no need to look drab even if I am only a general,” I 
thought to myself. I bought a plain blue dress and some very 
tricky little frilled aprons with cuff's and collars to match. I 
tried on a few caps, but decided I looked too like a waitress, and 
anyway it was rather the modern idea for maids to revolt against 
wearing caps. I finished off my trousseau by getting some bright- 
coloured overalls to ward off depression in the early morning and 
a very attractive peasant apron for booking. 

I rushed home to try on my uniform, and was so fascinated by 
it that I had to keep it on the entire evening. ^1 was to get sick of 
the sight of it only too soon, when it began to wilt a little under 
the stress of work ! 

I went to bed early, with the cook’s alarm clock at my side, 
but in spite of that I didn’t sleep well. I kept dozing off and 
then waking with a start, thinking that the alarm had gone wrong 
and I had overslept. Its strident note eventually broke into a 
confused dream about floor polishing and terrified me right out 
of bed into the damp chill of a November morning. I rigged 
myself out in my uniform, which was cold with the unfriendliness 
of all new garments and only put on just enough make-up to 
estabUsh my self-respect. My breakfast arrived at this point and 
I bolted down some coffee and rushed off, clutching my overalls 
and aprons, feeling distinctly queasy about the stomach, and. 



20 


ONE PAIR OF HANDS 

arriving in good time, let myself in, feeling like an old hand. I 
had a look over her letters, but there was nothing that looked 
exciting, so I took myself off to the kitchen. It was looking 
rather inhumanly neat, and was distinctly cold. There was no 
boiler as it was a flat, and a small refrigerator stood in one corner. 

1 hung my coat behind the door, put on an overall, and, rolling up 
my sleeves, prepared to attack the drawing-room fire. I found 
the wood and coal, but 1 couldn’t see what Mrs. Baker had used ^ 
to collect the ash in. However, I found a wooden box which I 
thought would do, and took the coal along the ppsage in that. 

I hadn't laid a fire since my girl-guide days, but it seemed quite 
simple, and I took the ashes out to the dustbin, leaving a little 
trail of cinders behind me from a broken corner of the box. 
The trouble about housework is that whatever you do seems to 
lead to another job to do or a mess to clear up. I put my hand 
against the wall while I was bending down to sweep up the cinders 
and made a huge grubby mark on the beautiful cream-coloured 
paint. I rubbed at it gingerly with a soapy cloth and the dirt 
came off all right, but an even larger stain remained, paler than 
the rest of the paint, and with a hard, grimy outline. I didn't 
dare wash it any more, and debated moving the grandfather 
clock over to hide it. However, it was now a quarter-past nine, 
so 1 had to leave it to its fate and pray that Miss Faulkener 
wouldn't notice, as it was time to get her breakfast ready. She 
only wanted coffee and toast and grape-fruit, which didn t take 
long. 1 tried to make some butter balls, but though I rotated 
the pats In the approved style something was wrong somewhere, 
because the butter just stuck to them in a shapeless mess. I had 
to give it up as it was half-past nine, so I combed my hair and 
powdered my nose in an effort to look like “ the fresh-faced 
maid," " who draws people’s curtains in novels, letting in the full 
radiance of the morning sun.” I needn't have bothered, for she 
was buried under the peach eiderdown and remained there 
while I put down the tray and drew the curtains on the begin- 
nings of a fog. 1 turned on the gas fire and wondered whether I 
ought to wake her up, so I coughed. The eiderdown heaved and 
I went out. 

I had dusted the living-room, swept all the dirt down the 
passage and into the kitchen, and gone through the usual tedious 
business of chasing it about, trying to gel it into the dustpan 
before her i>eU and back door bell rang at the same moment. 
People don't realise when they put their finger on a button what a 
chaotic jeffect it has on the maid’s nerves, I stood quivering in 
the middle of the kitchen, recovering from the shock while I 
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'tried to decide which to answer first. The back door was the 
nearest, so I opened it on a man in a bowler hat and bicycling 
clips who tapped a paper pad and said “ Grosher.” 

“ Do you mean orders ? ” 

“ Yesh, mish.” 

“ Well, I don’t really know yet ” 

“ O.K., Mish, I’ll do the other flats firsht and call back.” 

“ Alright.” 

He went on up the outside stairs whistling, and I rushed to the 
bedroom, wiping my hands on my overall before going in. 

“ Good morning, Monica, I hope you’re getting on all 
right,” 

Just as I thought, very expensive-looking pink satin and 
lace — 

Yes, thank you — madam.” I’d been practising this at 
home, but it still sounded a little self-conscious. After much 
deliberation I’d chosen it in preference to ma’am or ’m, or even 
maiform, which is popular in some basement circles. 

” I just want to talk about food. Have you got a pencil and 
paper ? ” I went back to the kitchen for it, and there was the 
milkman jangling outside the door. I had to rush back to the 
bedroom, ask ” How much milk ? ”, rush back to the kitchen, 
receive a bottle, look for the little book to check it in, and then 
rush back to the bedroom to take up the threads. By the time 
I’d got there a man wanted to be let in to read the meter. 

This incessant conflict between the summonses of upper and 
lower regions is one of the most annoying things about domestic 
service. One gets used to it in time, but it is always a bit of a 
strain on the nerves. 

Eventually we got down to the food question. ” I shall be out 
to lunch,” she said, ” but there’s a gentleman coming to dinner. 
Perhaps you could suggest something nice ? ” All cooks’ 
minds are a hopeless blank when confronted with this question, 
and mine was no exception. She laughed, realising this, and I 
liked her. She looked very gay when she laughed, and much 
more friendly. 

I daringly suggested a mushroom souffle to start with. It was a 
bit of a risk as I’d only made one once at the cookery school, but 
she was delighted. Evidently Mrs. Baker’s cooking hadn’t run 
to much more than plain things, which was a help, as it meant 
chance of unfavourable comparison between us. We . 
fixed the other courses, and I rushed back to the kitchen as I 
could hear that the ” Grosher ” was back again. I polished him 
off, and after that dealt in rapid succession with various butchers. 
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fishmongers, greengrocers, etc., not to mention a small boy with a 
huge hat-box. A few original and pungent remarks about the 

weather had to be exchanged with each. 

I’d never realised what a sociable lot of back-door traffic there 
is esDCcially in a house where the mistress doesn’t order the 
things at the shops herself. It adds a great deal of amusement to 
life, but it is a little harrying when one is trying to do thousands 

ofother things at the same time. . - u t 

The telephone rang while Miss Faulkener was in me bath, so 1 
had to go into the bedroom and answer it. When I picked it up 

and said : “ Hullo ? ”a voice at theolherendsurprisedme with : 

“ Good morning, darling sweet.” 

“ This is Miss Faulkener's maid,” I said reprovingly. 

“ Oh, Lord ! That’s not Mrs. Baker, surely ? ” 

“ No, sir. Mrs. Baker left and I have taken her place. 

“ Well, I hope your cooking’s as nice as your voice.” 

“ I beg your pardon ? ” I thought him a trifle impertinent, 
but I must remember my place. 

“ Well, it couldn’t be worse than Mrs. B’s.” 

At this point my mistress drifted in from the bathroom in a 
cloud of perfume and a pink satin dressing-gown, and wondered 
what I was conversing about. 

“ Someone for me ? ” 

** Yes, madam. Here is Miss Faulkener to speak to you now. 


sir. ^ , , • I j 

I put down the receiver and went out of the room as she picked 

it up with a ” Really, darling, must you always ring up when 
I’m in the bath ? ” 

Her ” best boy ” evidently, as we say below stairs. I won- 
dered if it was he who was coming to dinner. 

I had to do the bathroom now, and was delighted to see that 
she was not one of those people who leave the place in a sickening 
jness — with cigarette ends and hairs all over everything. 

She had lots of scented things to put in the bath, and I approved 
of her toothpaste. Her sponge was not greasy and sticky from 
long use, and I like her even more — I crashed around among the 
bottles and things with a cloth and wiped the bath. 

I kept my eyes severely turned away from one piece of furniture 
lest it should remind me that it was my duty to clean it or some- 
thing. I struck at that. 

Miss Faulkener went out soon, looking smart in black, with a 
lovely fur coat, so I made her bed, and spent an intriguing ten 
minutes among her personal effects. The Voice on the Tele- 
phone stood on the dressing-table seen from two aspects, in one 
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of those doublefolding frames. I studied him carefully and 
found him rather attractive in a military-looking way, though I 
should have liked him a bit younger. I wasn’t sure about the 
moustache, it was a little too long and looked as if he curled it 
while he talked. However, the egg without salt, perhaps. 

Her clothes were lovely and plentiful, and her dressing-table 
held a comprehensive selection of the make-up of one of the 
expensive firms. By the time I’d done her room and opened the 
door to one or two errand boys I was beginning to feel hungry, 
and saw with surprise that it was nearly one o’clock. I was 
amazed at the speed with which time goes when you’re working. 
I thought of the many mornings that I’d spent doing things just 
to pass the time until lunch, and felt incredibly diligent. 

In the afternoon I had to polish the parquet. 

I took up all the rugs and moved the furniture back — putting 
the wax polish on the floor was rather wearing on the knees and 
stockings, and I began to see that I should have to abandon my 
principles and wear lisle thread. After that I walked about a 
mile pushing a broom with a duster tied round it, and it really 
was most pleasing to see how it polished. I had to keep kneeling 
down and looking sideways along the floor to see how the sheen 
was coming up. There was a large area of parquet and it was 
four o’clock before I’d finished, so I put back the furniture, 
changed my filthy overall to a fancy little apron, and made 
myself a cup of Mrs. Baker’s black brew. 

1 was glad to see that Miss Faulkener took the one daily paper 
that is read in nearly every kitchen all over England. I was able 
to “ take the weight off me feet ” for quite ten minutes, while 
engrossed in the amusement both intentional and unconscious 
that it provides, before my mistress arrived demanding tea. I 
was glad when she revealed some China tea in a tin, because I 
didn t think the rank black weeds that I had been drinking would 
suit my constitution for long. 

She lit the fire in the drawing-room and I had to persuade her 
that it was the peculiar direction of the wind and not my inexpert 
laying that made it belch forth smoke instead of crackling 
flames. It started to go out altogether, though I knelt in front of 
It for some time, despairingly holding up a sheet of newspaper 
with no effect. However, while she was in her bedroom I took 
the opportunity of getting some methylated spirits from the 
kitchen and pouring it liberally over the coals. Bravely I threw 
on a match, and by the time she came back it was crackling away 
b^ulifully. She regarded the blue flames a bit suspiciously but 
said nothing, so I went back to the kitchen to start cooking the 
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dinner, i wasn't going to have a repetition of the Cattermole 
episode, so I started in good time and tried to figure things out 
into some sort of order. It was quite a simple dinner, anyway, 
and she had told me not to put the souffle in till “ Major Nixon *’ 
(yes, that sounded like the moustached one) arrived. They 
would drink their sherry while it was cooking. I appreciated 
the fact that she realised that a souffle must be waited for and not 
kept waiting. Miss Faulkener put on a long pale green dinner 
dress and seemed to be excited. She walked about from room to 
room, putting on fresh dabs of scent, patting her hair, and puffing 
up the cushions on the sofa. 

As tlie place was small, the kitchen was not hidden away from 
the goings on in the rest of the flat, and I got quite infected with 
her excitement and felt a thrill myself when the front bell rang. 

1 took off my cooking apron, and had a look in the glass before 
flinging open the front door in my best parlour-maid manner. 

Yes, it was Moustaches all right, and not bad at that, though 
his scrutiny of me as I took his hat and coat was a little too inti- 
mate. I didn't quite know how to behave. It is rather difficult 
to be dignified when clad in a short skirt and frilly collar and 
apron, so I rather hustled him into the drawing-room. His back 
view was marred by the glimmerings of a bald patch. My 
souffle was much more fascinating anyway, so I hurried back to 
the kitchen, and my prayers went with it into the oven. Then I 
laid the table, lit four green candles and turned out the lights. 
The air was pregnant with romance. 

Much to my surprise the souffle rose like a bird. When it 
was nearly cooked I went along to the drawing-room and hung 
about outside for a bit, saying : “ Dinner is served ! Dinner is 
ready ! " to myself to see which sounded best. I finally decided 
that “ Dinner is served ! ” can only be done justice to by butlers, 
and the sort of parlour-maids who are called by their surnames. 

I said my piece in the intimate manner demanded by the 
tete-a-tete occasion, wrapped a napkin round my souffle, and it 
was still standing up when I thrust it proudly under Miss Faulkc- 
ner’s nose. I watched anxiously to see how it looked inside, 
bravely suffering agonies on the hands, as it hadn't occurred to 
me to put a plate under the dish. She delved delicately in, and 
revealed it to be miraculously light. Little did she know that it 
was luck and no: judgment that made it so, and she was thrilled, 
thinking that she had found a really good cook. 

The rest of the dinner seemed to go off all right too, though after 
a time, with wine flowing pretty freely, they were so delighted 
with each other that anything would have tasted ambrosial. 
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They were sitting quite close together at the oval table and 
there was some funny business going on, because 1 got a hack on 
the ankle as I came between them to hand him the savoury. 

I gave them coffee on the sofa on the other half of the room, and, 
leaving the moustache fairly bristling with anticipation, returned 
to the disheartening wreckage of the kitchen. 

It didn’t occur to me in those days to wash up as I went along, 
not that I would have had time, as cooking took me quite twice 
as long as it should. I kept doing things wrong and having to 
rush to cookery books for help, and everything I wanted at a 
moment’s notice had always disappeared. I had hunted round 
• for ages for a wooden spoon, to find it eventually balanced on top 
of the clock, where I had put it in a moment of abstraction due to 
a minor crisis. Two minutes later it had gone again, and this 
time it didn’t turn up till the porter of the flats was emptying the 
dustbin a week later, and asked me if I meant to throw away a 
perfectly good spoon. 

Every saucepan in the place was dirty ; the sink was piled high 
with them. On the floor lay the plates and dishes that couldn’t 
be squeezed on to the table or dresser, already cluttered up with 
peelings, pudding basins and dirty little bits of butter. 

'r I didn’t feel like eating anything ; tasting and picking at odd- 
ments as I went along had made me feel rather sick, so I had some 
coffee, trod on a plate, and started listlessly on the washing-up. 
The rush and excitement of cooking the dinner, serving it, and 
watching the progress of Vamour had kept me keyed up and 
energetic. Now that I was alone with the sordid aftermath I 
suddenly realised how tired 1 was and that, in the words of the 
Cattermole cook : “ Me feet were drawing.” 

At eleven o’clock I was still at it and my back and head were 
aching in unison. The washing-up was finished, but the stove 
was in a hideous mess, and I had got to that stage when one’s 
tired nerves make one feel almost superstitious about anything 
left undone. 1 felt 1 should be run over on the way home or 
something if 1 left it dirty till the morning. 

Miss Faulkener came in to get some glasses as I was plying the 
^ Vim tin and was horrified to see me still there. ” Goodness, 
Monica, 1 thought you’d gone hours ago. Run off now, any- 
way ; you can leave that till to-morrow.” 

” Thank you, madam, but I think I’d rather get it done now.” 

“'Well, just as you like, of course, but if it was me ” 

She wafted back to the drawing-room and I thought : “ If it 
was you, you’d be thinking of how depressing it will be to- 
morrow morning to arrive at crack of dawn and find things 
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filthy. People may think that by telling you to leave a thing till ' 
the next day it will get done magically, all by itself overnight. But 
no, that is not so, in fact quite the reverse, in all probability it 
will become a mess of an even greater magnitude.” Exhaustion 
was making my brain think pedantically. It formed momentous 
beautifully rounded phrases that meant nothing, as I slaved away 
automatically. At last I had finished, and, resolutely turning my 
back on a large spot of grease on the floor, I was washing my 
hands preparatory to leaving when the pair of them arrived in the 
kitchen to speed me on my way. Was it my fancy, or did I 
detect a distinct impatience to be rid of me and have the flat to 
themselves ? 

It was, undoubtedly, just normal solicitude for my welfare 
that made them fairly hustle me out of the front door. I fell into 
the lift and out again, and propped myself against a lamp-post 
till my bus arrived. I arriv^ home in a sort of coma, and if the 
family were expecting to be regaled with anecdotes of my first 
day's work they were disappointed. My mother helped me to 
undress and brought me hot milk, and, as I burrowed into the 
yielding familiarity of my own dear bed, my last thought was 
thankfulness that I was a ” Daily ” and not a ‘‘ Liver in.” 


CHAPTER THREE 

After a week or two at Miss Faulkener's I was beginning to get 
a bit more efficient, and, therefore, less tired. I was still pretty 
exhausted by the end of the evening, and it sent me into such an 
immediate and deep slumber that I felt quite fresh again by the 
time the alarm clock lifted its voice. I liked the familiarity of 
my little kitchen and the cooking gave me enormous pleasure. 
I wasn't so keen on the housework part — though I liked polishing 
the parquet. I devoted most of my time to it, and it shone with a 
rare blue gleam. Unfortunately it didn’t take Miss Faulkener’s 
attention off other things. Mrs. Baker had been right about the 
finger along the shelves. Life was a wordless and unacknow- 
ledged battle of wits between us, with her keeping a sharp look- 
out for signs of dirt and neglect, and me trying to disguise my 
slovenliness by subterfuge. 

I became an adept at sweeping dust under the bed, and always 
used the same few pieces of silver, so that I didn’t have to keep 
polishing the rest. Sometimes, if she was in the room while I 
was making the bed, she would say : 
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“ How about turning the mattress ? ” She didn’t seem to get 
suspicious of my always answering : “ I turned it only yesterday, 
madam,” so somehow I don’t think the thing was turned all the 
time I was there. It was much too heavy, anyway. 

If she was in the mood she would chat to me very amusingly. 
My conversation, naturally, was limited, as it had to be discreetly 
deferential, and I couldn’t start talking unless she did, or stay in a 
room after she had finished what she wanted to say. 

A maid makes a good defenceless listener for people who want 
to talk about themselves and not be answered back. 

Any repression this may have caused me to feel was fully made 
up for by the social whirl of the back door. I was getting to 
know all the tradesmen so well that I felt as if I had been in the 
place for years. The milkman, who suspected his wife of carry- 
ing on with a travelling salesman, often dropped in for a cup of 
tea and a bit of advice on how to treat women, but my real pal 
was the “ Grosher.” He was a pools maniac, and he got me so 
infected with his enthusiasm that, with his assistance, 1 took it 
up. 

His was the first finger every morning to give me the nerve 
storm still produced by that dreadful bell. I would give him the 
orders first, before I forgot, and then we would get down to the 
more important business of selection, interrupted here and there 
by reminiscences of his pools experiences. 

” When I won shixteen poundsh by a lucky shot with me four 
awaysh ” was an anecdote I never got tired of hearing, or he of 
telling. Despite the fact that it was two years ago, and he hadn’t 
won a penny since, we were not disheartened. Thursday morn- 
ings, when he helped me to fill in my form, were grim. and earnest 
affairs, involving much heavy breathing and licking of a short 
stump of pencil. 

” Arshenal, Mish ? Never touch ’em meshelf. Chelshea 
neither, for that matter — too variable. Put a crosh in ’ere — shoy 
heresh away win — shOy" as we put in the last mystic sign. ” That 
ought to bring us home thish week. Gawd shave us if that new 
centre forward isn’t worth his prysh money.” 

% Monday morning found us slightly damped but not dis- 
couraged, and we would discuss with undaunted optimism the 
new week’s chances. Dear ” Grosher ” ! I wonder whether he 
has ever repeated his historic success. I gave up the pools when 
I went elsewhere, as I couldn’t do them without him. Whenever 
football is mentioned I think of bicycling clips ; it keeps his 
memory green. 

Miss Faulkener seemed to have a great many friends, and she 
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often went to lunch and cocktail parties. Her evenings were 
mostly dedicated to Major Nixon. When he didn’t come to 
dinner at the flat they would go out together — she very gay with 

orchids and glamorously scented. 

I was becoming such a familiar piece of furniture about the 
place by this time that they didn’t always bother to address their 
more intimate remarks in French when I was in the room. 

One day, while I was handing them some rather choice grilled 
kidneys, she said : “ Darling, I think we ought to give a cocktail 

“ Why, my sweet, we don't want a whole lot of frightful people 
all over the place.” 

No, but I think we ou^t. I owe a lot of people, and it 
would be rather fun. Monica could make us some attractive 
things to eat, couldn’t you, Monica ? ” 

“ Certainly, madam.” 

” Let’s fix a date.” 

“ Must we, darling ? I tell you I don’t like the idea of people 
barging around our dear little flat — I like to have you to myself 
here.” 

He laid a tender hand on her arm. 

“ Pas devant la bonne, ch^rie.” 

1 didn't always slide tactfully out of the room when they said 
that. I wasn’t going to let on that I knew French, because they 
sometimes said entertaining things which they thought I didn't 
understand. 

The party date was fixed and I was given piles of halfpenny- 
stamped envelopes to post on my way home. It was going to be 
rather a crush, if everyone accepted, even with most of he 
furniture turned out of the double room. 

Looking through the names, I discovered to my horror that she 
had invited a couple I knew. Even if I warned them beforehand, 
they were a most indiscreet pair and would be sure to embarrass 
me horribly. 

1 had to search tlirough the letters on her desk every day when 
she wasn’t looking to see if they had accepted. I was greatly 
relieved when I discovered a letter saying that they were away and 
would be unable to come. I just got the letter back in time to be 
dusting busily as she came into the room. Pool discussions were 
postponed while I ordered a large supply of drink and various 
cocktail accessories from the ” grosher.” 

I spent nearly all the day of the party making cheese straws, 
sausage rolls, sandwiches and other oddments, and thought it a 
good excuse not to do any more housework than the bare essen- 
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tials. Moustaches arrived at tea-time, and the pair of them came 
into the kitchen to make the cocktails. We were all very merry, 
and they had their tea sitting on the kitchen table, feeling as if 
they were doing a bit of slumming. I regaled them with imagin- 
ary anecdotes of other employers, and they did a lot of tasting 
the cocktails ; by the time they had finished they were so mellow 
that they gave me one. 

They went ofiT, giggling like a couple of school children. 
I think they thought I would get drunk on it. 

She went to get dressed, and I spread o^t the food and drink 
in tasteful array, while Major Nixon was out getting cigarettes. 
I didn’t much care for the idea of being alone in a room with him. 
I had a new apron for the occasion and a coy ribbon in the hair. 
The guests would probably be too taken up with the impression 
they were going to create to notice me when I opened the door, 
but still, one has one’s pride. 

The hostess, suitably enough, wore what is known as a “ Hos- 
tess Gown.” A lovely clinging dress of cherry red which made 
her look almost frighteningly sophisticated. The host wore a 
red carnation and his most debonair manner. The porter of 
the flats was ” obliging ” in a smart white coat. He was to 
hand the drinks, and I had to open the door, take coats and hats, 
offer the ladies the bedroom, and announce the names. This 
was quite a business as, after the first trickle of people, everybody 
seemed to arrive at once, and I went back and forth like a shuttle 
between the front door and the drawing-room. Some of the 
guests had the most extraordinary sounding names, or else I 
didn’t hear properly — people do mumble so, and you can’t very 
well ask them to repeat themselves more than once. I had a shot 
at them all, but some of them sounded even more extraordinary 
when announced by me in loud but refined accents. 

The party seemed to be going very well. Major Nixon helped 
the porter with handing the drinks and I must say the pair of them 
were very efficient. Everyone got all they wanted and more, and 
the noise rose to great height. Miss Faulkener did her stuff 
well, too, willowing from one person to another, introducing 
people, and having a word here and there with everyone. ‘‘ My 

dear, how lovely to see you again. How are you ? And John 
too 7 

** I adore your hat, Alice — Paris ? It looks like it — Basil, 
you simply must meet a most attractive girl I’ve asked specially 
for you.” And so on, after the same manner of all cocktail 
parties. Once I looked in from the hall, and she was talking to 
someone rather abstractedly, and shooting irritable glances to 
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where the moustache was being at its most fascinating in conver** 
sation with a glamorous red-head. When people started to go I 
got a bit muddled up with the coats and tri^ to palm off hats on 
them that were much too small, but they didn’t seem to mind, so 
it didn’t really matter. One woman was a bit annoyed because I 
had put her gloves in the wrong coat pocket, and someone else 
had gone off with them, but luckily her husband got tired of 
waiting while she made a fuss and hustled her off. 

At last even the hangers-on had been almost pushed out by 
the hostess, who was looking forward to the celebration 

at a restaurant that she and Major Nixon had planned. He was 
rather loth to let the red-head go, but Miss Faulkener manoeuvred 
her safely away. When everybody had gone she vented a slight 
irritation on him by cursing him for keeping her waiting when she 
was ready to go, thanked the porter and me, and swept out with 
the moustache escorting her sulkily, several yards in the rear. 

The porter had a quick swig of some cocktail that was left and 
descended to his True Story Magazine on the chair by the main 
door. I rushed to the telephone as I had arranged with a friend 
of mine that I would ring her up as soon as everyone had gone 
and she would come and help me clear up the mess. She was 
waiting at a house quite near by, and didn’t take long to come 
round. Our hearts quailed before the amount of debris, so we 
decided to fortify ourselves first. Isobel went round the room 
collecting all the drink left in shakers and glasses while I made a 
choice selection of food, and we had a very good party all to 
ourselves in the kitchen. After a bit we felt in much too good 
form to apply ourselves to washing up, but it had to be done, so 
we turned on the wireless and accompanied our labours with 
song. We didn’t break much, but it’s a curious fact that good 
glass cracks at a touch, while cheap stuff can be hurled about 
with perfect safety. We were only about half finished, and 
luckily were singing a pianissimo phrase when I heard a key in 
the lock. There was no time to turn off the wireless, but I was 
just able to push Isobel out on to the back staircase before Miss 
Faulkener walked in with a face like thunder. “ Not done yet ?” 
she said as I appeared from the kitchen wearing an expression of 
innocent inquiry. 

“ I’m getting on, thank you, madam.” 

” Well, be as quick as you can, and turn off the wireless — I’ve 
got a splitting head.” She banged into her bedroom before I 
could apologise about the wireless, so I switched it off and 
quic ’y let Isobel in again. She appeared still clutching a dish- 
cloth and a plate, and we finished the work sketchily and could 
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only speculate in whispers as to what they had quarrelled about. 

Moustaches would get hell for it to-morrow anyway, for she 
was a woman who could be quite charming when she chose but 
perfectly intolerable when roused. 

Luckily for him, he did the right thing by sending a huge box of 
roses in the morning and arriving at half-past six in a white tie 
with orchids and theatre tickets and a table booked at the Savoy. 
> She had been to bed early the night before, so her liver was in 
good order, and she evidently forgave him, for she went and 
dressed, and they went off together most amicably. 

After this the days rolled on uneventfully for some time, 
marked only by such high spots as pay-day, and discovering 
how to ma.ke Welsh Rarebit. There were a few contretemps, of 
course, such as the day when I decided to clean the stove and took 
it all to bits and couldn’t put it together again. We had to have 
the gas man in before Miss Faulkener could have so much as a 
cup of tea. He also solved the mystery for me of why the ice in 
the refrigerator was always melting. He roared with uncouth 
laughter when he realised that I didn’t know that one had to 
keep the door shut. 

Apart from such slight matters as these kitchen life went 
^smoothly, and so did life “ above stairs,” but it was not to last. 

One evening Major Nixon arrived to fetch Miss Faulkener, 
distinctly the worse for alcohol. She was in her bedroom so she 
didn’t hear him greet me with ” Hullo, Sweetheart ! ” when I let 
him in. I ignored it and stalked away to go on with what I was 
doing. He came into the kitchen while I was mixing some dough 
at the table with my back to the door. A beery breath whistled 
over my shoulder as he implanted the merest suspicion of a kiss on 
the back of my neck. I thought it would be more dignified to 
pretend I hadn’t noticed, so I went on mixing. 

” Have we got any gin ? ” he asked, going over to the cup- 
board. I indicated the bottle, and when he turned round with it 
in his hand I saw that he was wearing the repulsive leer that some 
men keep for women of a lower order. 

” I didn’t really come here for gin, my dear,” he said, advancing 
on me, and before I had time to take my hands out of the dough 
he clutched me to him in a very unrefined embrace. 

A voice of icy calm spoke from the doorway : “ I am ready to 
go, John, whenever you are.” 

It was true to the best novelette standards. He released me 
hurriedly and trailed out after Miss Faulkener. Not^ word was 
spoken, and I heard the front door bang as I went on with my 
mixing. 
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I was scared stiff of meeting my mistress the next morning. 
She was awake and sitting up in bed when I took in her breakfast. 

She was courtesy itself as she explained to me that she was 
suddenly obliged to go away and would therefore no longer 
require my services. 

“ I shall be going at once, so I will give you a week’s wages in 
lieu of notice and you can go to-day.” 

” Yes, madam, thank you,” I whispered. I felt terribly 
crushed and guilty. I hadn’t expected quite such drastic retribu- 
tion for something that was really not my fault. She went out 
early (to look for another maid I suppose), and, though I could 
see she was livid inside, she was well bred to the last, and we 
parted with a chilly but civilised handshake. 


It took me tlie best part of the day to clear up the fiat and leave 
things tidy, which 1 felt was the least I could do. I arrived home 
in the middle of a dinner party and had a great success with the 
story of my disgrace, which I exaggerated a bit so as not to make 
it too ignominious. 

Expulsion of any sort always seems to tickle the sense of ^ 
humour. It had been just the same when I was thrown out of 
the Dramatic School, and before that when my school authorities . 
told me that I could not attend any more if I persisted in my 
refusal to wear the school hat. Staying in bed the next morning 
was lovely, but, much to my surprise, I began to feel restive about 
lunch-time and itching for a bit of work. I had not yet had ray 
fill of manual labour, so 1 trailed off again to the agency in my 
special job-hunting hat. 

I gave the agency a fundamentally true but prejudiced story of 
my dismissal, vindicating my honour completely, and the woman 
look it well. She thought it a pity that I had not got a reference, 
but was sure that she could fit me up again at once. It seemed 
that one need never be unemployed, as the demand for cook- 
generals greatly exceeded the supply. She gave me three num- 
bers to ring up, and I went out very excited at the thought of ’ 
starting on a new and possibly exciting phase of my career. One 
of the numbers was that of the London editor of an American 
paper. I dialled that first as I thought it might be fun to see a bit 
of life among the journalists. 

“ ‘ AmerUten Post’ speaking — Mr. Feldbaum’s secretary,” 
said a brisk Voice, American in its efficiency but Tooting in its 
accent. 
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“ I wish to enquire about the post as cook-general in Mr 
Feldbaum’s flat.” 

“ What experience and qualifications have you, please ? ” 

Drawing largely on my imagination, I gave her the works, and 
she told me that I could go round to the office and see Mr 
Feldbaum at once . 

I had got myself a shillingsworth of pennies, so I thought I 
might as well ring up the other numbers while I was in the box. 
The next shot was a Miss Jones-Haweson of West Kensington. 

I said : ” With reference to the post of cook-general ” 

Shesaid ; ” Thank you, I am already suited.” 

I said : ” Oh,” and we rang off. 

Short and to the point, but a waste of twopence. The third 
name that the agency had given me was Martin Parrish, Esq., of a 
Campden Hill address. The name seemed vaguely familiar, but I 
couldn’t think in what connection. A petulant voice answered 
the telephone, but he sounded quite hopeful, so I arranged 
to go and see him after I had been up to the city to see Mr. 
Feldbaum. 

The London headquarters of the American Post seethed with 
activity, but they were not imposing. One enormous room, 
'with as many desks as possible crammed in jig-saw fashion* 
comprised the whole outfit. 

The editor’s office was a minute square in one corner, divided 
from the commotion by two thin pieces of matchboarding which 
didn’t even reach to the ceiling. It was possibly due to the fact 
that one had to shout to be heard above the rattling typewriters 
that Mr, Feldbaum’s conversation was monosyllabic. He was 
completely bald. He looked very surprised when X was shown 
in, and raised the place where his eyebrows should have been. I 
sat down on the edge of a hard narrow chair, and we gazed at one 
another in silence for a bit. 

” Mm,” he said at last, ” very young.” 

” Oh, but this isn’t my first place, sir. Were you wanting 
someone a little older ? ” 

” Mm — much older woman — I’m a bachelor. Peonle win 
talk.” ^ “ 

It was my turn to look surprised. I thought I looked drab 
enough ” in me Blacks ” to stop any gossip, I didn’t know what 
to say, so I just sat while he pondered over me, and the type- 
writers filled the silence between us with their clicking. Even- 
tually he said : 

“ What can you do ? ” So I embarked on my usual recital of 
self-praise, but it didn’t seem to make much impression. He had 
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already made up his mind. “ So sorry,” he said. ” Pi^.” 
Though not eloquent, he was very polite and I was sorry too. 
However, I had another string to my bow, so took myself off 
quite jauntily. I had a little difficulty in finding Martin Parrish’s 
house. It was in one of those ex-slum streets that have been con- 
verted into dear little bijou residences with window-boxes and red 
front doors. I roamed round the neighbourhood of Notting 
Hill Gate for quite a time, and when at last I found it, I was quite 
thankful to sit down on the chair that Martin Parrish offered me. 
Though I didn’t much care for the looks of him — he was short 
and pink-faced with soft yellow hair and a little snapdragon 
mouth — he seemed quite pleased to see me. In my innocence, I 
thought this was a good sign, so when he offered me thirty shil- 
lings a week I jumped at it. Heaving his plump body out of an 
arm-chair, he showed me over the hole. I began to think I 
quite liked him. He was affably polite, and very anxious that I 
should like everything, and at first sight it seemed a pleasant 
enough job. The house was tiny, with the drawing-room and 
bathroom on the top floor, dining-room and bedroom below, and 
kitchen in the basement at the bottom of a steep narrow flight of 
stairs. I had no time for more than a cursory glance over 
things, as Mr. Parrish suddenly caught sight of a clock and gave 
a yelp. 

” Good heavens — I’d no idea it was so late. I’m supposed to 
be miles away from here in ten minutes’ time. I must fly.” He 
explained about his breakfast, and one or two minor whims, and 
the whole thing seemed fairly simple. I was glad that the 
misgivings of Mr. Feldbaum didn’t seem to have crossed his mind. 
The only snag to an otherwise pleasant prospect was that although 
he didn’t want his breakfast early, he wanted me to get there at 
eight o’clock in the morning. 

“ Mimi wakes at eight, and likes to be let out, poor darling. 
Y ou haven’t met Mimi, have you ? I do so hope you’re fond of 
Pokes.” 

“Yes, sir, I adore them,” I said, crossing my thumbs to 
eradicate the lie. 

“ Well, then, that’s settled. Now I must rush ; and you’ll 
be sure to com*: in good time to-morrow — splendid.” We parted, 
and 1 went home and early to bed, setting my alarm clock at an 
even m .ngodly hour than before. 

1 wa * ing to find out in what connection I had heard the 
nariT . Martin Parrish, so the first thing I did when I arrived 
nex' V rmng was to rummage among the papers in the stream- 
lined oesk which stood in one comer of the drawing-room. It 
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didn’t take long to discover that he was a dress designer and 
writer of fashion articles for various magazines. Of course ! 
Now I recalled how I had heard of him : “ Martin Parrish 
designs a glamorously Edwardian ball dress for our readers.” 
“ ‘ Stripes are ultra-smart and entrancingly gay,’ says Martin 
Parrish.” ” Martin Parrish shows you how to add sophisti- 
cation to the* little black dress.*” I was startled out of my 
investigations by a bell even shriller than the one at Miss 
Faulkener’s, and rushing to look at the indicator in the kitchen, 
I found a little red arrow agitating madly in the space marked 
” bedroom.” 

The first thing that struck me (literally) as I entered my master’s 
room, was the atmosphere. It practically knocked me down, but 
I recovered, reeling, and saw that he had gone to sleep with the 
window shut and the electric fire on. He was sitting up in bed, 
unappetisingly tousled. 

” Mimi’s been asking to go out for hours — she woke me up,” 
he grumbled. ” You’re very late. Still — as it’s your first 

morning ” There was a heaving under the beclothes, and a 

dirty brown ball of fur scrambled up and took off from Martin’s 
chest to land on mine with yelps of joy or hatred. 

” There ! She likes you, that’s splendid. Take the darling 
down and let her out.” He thumped down under the beclothes 
and pulled the sheets over his head, and I slung the darling into 
the street, praying that he might never return, and went back 
to the kitchen. Now that I had time for a proper inspection, 
I began to see that, although the rest of the house had been done 
up in a modem fashion, the kitchen had been rather skimped — 
the stove was evidently an old one from another house and was 
encrusted with the grease and spillings of years. The dresser 
was only half made ; there were no doors to the cupboards under- 
neath it ; there was no plate-rack, and no grooves in the draining 
board. 

My eye observed these things with misgiving, for by such little 
details is kitchen life governed. I opened a few drawers and saw 
that there was also a distinct shortage of utensils. I wondered 
if my predecessor had cooked, like the Maltese, entirely with 
the aid of her hands. However, the walls and wood work were 
freshly painted and the red tiled floor was nice. I decided that 
if the dress designer would let me have, perhaps, a bit of stuff 
left over from Lady Whatsit’s trousseau for curtains, this room, 
the hub and focus of my existence, might not be so bad. Belter 
still, if I could get rid of the various broken jugs, vases, card- 
board boxes, and other junk which were piled on the mantel- 
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piece and the top of the cupboard and dresser. Mr. Parrish 
had evidently mistaken the kitchen for a lumber room. 

He didn’t want his breakfast till about ten o’clock, so I had 
plenty of time to lay the drawing-room fire and do a little dusting. 
The carpet was a new one, and when in a fit of enthusiasm I 
started to brush it the pile came off in great furry lumps and made 
more mess than before. If that was what was going to happen 
when I expended a little extra zeal, I wasn’t going to waste my 
energy , so I left it to its fate and went downstairs to start burning 
toast and over-boiling eggs for Martin’s breakfast. 

When I took it up he had gone to sleep again, so I took the 
opportunity to open the window surreptitiously, glancing at the 
bed to whether the blessed little breath of air would upset 
him. All I could see was a few matted hairs sticking out of the 

u^der the bedclothes. There was no sign 
of life, so I was going quietly out when the telephone rang. 
I went back to the bed and answered it. He woke and heaved 
himself up to mumble into it in a doped sort of way when I 

handed it to him, then an unfamiliar presence smote his 
consciousness. 


For God’s sake, shut that damned window,” he moaned to 

Norman,” into the telephone, “ I’m in the 
most frightful draught, that’s all.” I gave a bitter laugh inside 
myself and swept from the room. 


Shortly afterwards I had to brave the gas-chamber again, to 
ask whether there was any food to be ordered. 

He was still in bed, and I took up my stand by the window 
while he consulted a messy note-book, so loose-leaved that pages 
kept fluttering out and had to be retrieved from under the bed 
My secretary will be here to lunch, so we shall be two • 
and three to-night, as a lady and gentleman are coming.” He 
lay back against the pillows and deliberated, and I felt it might 
be a good thing to make an impression by rattling off several 
suggestions m a proficient way. This was a mistake as it gave 
him illusions de grandeur, and he chose an elaborate dinner that 
was going to be quite a strain to cope with. 

* ^ glad to hear that the tradesmen called, though I thought 
sh^*s^ figure any harm to trot round the 


“ Order what you need. There may be one or two things you 

Ih^Wf We’ve only just moved in, so I’m afraid 

the kitchen isn t quite fully equipped.” 

I took advantage of this understatement to clarify the need for 
a few essentials such as sieves, spoons, saucepans, etc. 
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“ Well, you’d better get these yourself. I’ll give you some 
money and you can pop round to Woolworth’s some time — 
you can get out every afternoon between lunch and tea ; by 
the way, I think people ought to get all the fresh air they can.” I 
refrained from saying : “ Then why sleep with your window 
shut ? ” and left the room, as I could hsar faint cries of 
” Milko ! ” from the street. The milkman wasn’t nearly as nice 
» as the one with the unfaithful wife. I went out to give his pony 
some sugar and discovered that they were both bad tempered. 
One cursed me for not putting out the empties and the other bit 
me. 

There was no sign of Martin getting up, so I couldn’t contem- 
plate doing his room yet. Anyway, I could hear the faint 
strains of the bell from below, and I ran downstairs to find the 
arrow bouncing at ” Back door.” I began to see why people 
have to move into flats because they can’t get maids for their 
houses. However, running up and down stairs may be death to 
the arches of the feet, but it is very good for the figure. 

' The greengrocer was a perfect Adonis, but not talkative. 
I gave him a string of orders, and an allusion to the weather, and 
his sole contribution to the conversation was Ah.” 

” Beautiful but dumb,” I thought as he sped off on his bicycle 
like a Greek charioteer. “Still, you can’t have everything.” 
Looking through the store cupboard, I found it contained prac- 
tically nothing but salt and pepper and a few old tins of cocoa, 
permanently sealed with rust and age. I had been told to order 
what I needed, so I made out a long list for the grocer, and was in 
the middle of dictating it to him when the bell rang from upstairs. 
I thrust the list into his trembling hands — he was an ancient 
grocer of the high collar era — and panted up to the top floor. 

Mr. Parrish was out of bed and wrapped in another of the 
flowery garments that he favoured — a sort of kimono this 
time. 

“ Please light the drawing-room fire so that the room can 
warm up before I go down,” he said. After I had done this I 
heard sounds of him going to his bath, so I thought I might as 
^ well make his bed. The pillow was smeary with grease and the 
sheets were covered with Mimi’s dirty hairs. The bell rang while 
I was fighting down the nausea that this aroused in me, and after 
having toiled all the way down to the basement, only to find that 
it was the front bell this time, 1 opened the door on a very nice 
young man indeed. 

“ Whom did you wish to see ? ” I said. 

“ I am Mr. Parrish’s secretary,” he said with a shy smile. 
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tapping the brief case under his arm. He went into the drawing- 
room to wait for his employer. Something about his gentle 
boyishness appealed to my maternal affection, so I poked up 
the fire for him and said there was a nip in the air, before return- 
ing to my bed-making. I thought Mr. Parrish was still in the 
bath, so I walked into the bedroom without knocking and sur- 
prised the gentleman in long woollen pants. 

“ Monica,” he said, in a controlled but cutting voice, “ it is 
not considered manners to enter a bedroom without knocking. 
Please remember this.” 

I didn t think it was worth while explaining, so I retired with 
dignity. When eventually he was out of his room it was time 
to start the lunch, so I left the beds, meaning to do them in the 
intervals of cooking, but, somehow, what with one thing and 
another there were no intervals. Bells rang, sauces boiled over, ’ 
the spinach took hours to wash and prepare, and as there were 
so few saucepans I had to keep washing them. 

The first opportunity I had to get upstairs was when I had 
handed round the first course and shut the door on the sounds 
treat ing. I raced up, and just had time to do the two beds before 
the dining-room bell sent me flying down again. Mr. Parrish 
warited a second helping it seemed. This was surprising in view 
of the fact that he had done nothing in the short time since eating 

a hearty breakfast, except lie in bed or recline on a sofa dictating 
a few letters. 

I just had time while they were on the next course to go back 
again and flick around with a duster, removing cigarette ash and 
talcum powder, to make the rooms at least look as if I’d done 
them. I had made the mistake of doing the bathroom before 
Martin Parrish was up, and he had turned the place into a 
dripping shambles, so my good work had gone for naught. A 
shambles it remained for ” they ” were screaming for coffee 
and my stomach was screaming for food. 

It was half-past two before I eventually relaxed over the dried- 

up remains of the lunch that had been keeping warm in the 
oven. 

I had only rh(»velled down one or two mouthfuls in the unlady- ; 
like manner that one employs when tired, hungry, and alone, 
when the red arrow started to do the rumba under ” Drawing- 
room. ’ I went upstairs chewing, and discovered that they 
wanted nvare coffee, and I wondered when they were going to get 

dc \ , Lo a little serious designing— they certainly did not look 
1:^ < It at the moment. 

A hen I had finished my lunch I lit a cigarette, and putting my 
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feet upon the table as there was only one chair, I “ took time 
off,” resolutely shutting my mind to dishes that wanted washing. 
Let bells ring themselves hoarse all round me, I was on strike for 
five minutes. 


CHAPTER FOUR 

Now THAT I HAD time to reflect at leisure on my new situation 
I came to a great many conclusions. The chief one was that now 
that Mr. Parrish had got a maid safely installed he was a changed 
man. He was still quite friendly, but that affable solicitude 
for my happiness had rather worn off. I realised that there was 
more than enough work for one person to do in this house, 
and that I would have to bring all my labour-saving ingenuity 
into play to cope with it. He had said that I could go out every 
afternoon if I liked, so after I had washed up the lunch things I 
thought I might make a little trek to Woolworth’s to buy what I 
needed. I was just climbing out of my uniform when the drawing- 
room bell rang and I had to climb back into it and run upstairs. 
The secretary was typing in a dilettante way, while the designer 
ttv sat on the sofa with a large board on his knee — presumably 
designing. 

Holding up the top of my apron with one hand, as I hadn t 
had time to find a pin, I enquired what they wanted. The creative 
genius was suspended for a moment while he said . A lady is 
coming to tea at half-past four. Could you make us some scones 
and little cakes, or something ? ” 

“ With pleasure, sir.” ^ . 

*« xhank you so much.” He threw me a fascinating smile, as 

if he knew that I would not now have time to go out and was 
trying to placate me. When he was once more safely immersed 
in his drawing I responded with an ironical leer and returned 

IdoIovv 

Making cakes is not my strong point, especially with very few 
materials at hand and no cake-tins. However, I managed to 
b throw together some fairly passable rock cakes and shortbread, 
and made a few surprisingly successful scones with a tin of Ideal 
milk I thought I might as well make enough to keep them 
quiet for a few days so that I could be sure of getting out one 
afternoon in the near future. It was getting quite dark by half- 
past four, always a cosy time of day, and the kitchen, which was 
beautifully warm and smelt pleasantly of baking, would have 
been quite snug if I had had some curtains to draw. 
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Feeling quite happy, I went upstairs to answer the front door 
bell, and admitted a competent-looking girl, fashionably dressed, 
though a trifle spotty about the face, carrying a large brown 
paper parcel. When I took in the tea the drawing-room was 
draped in lengths of material of all colours, and the three of 
them were flinging themselves about among it, holding up a 
piece here and there and exclaiming estatically. I put the tea- 
tray down on a vacant stool and was just going out when Martin 
Parrish rushed at me with a bit of gold lame^ and, commanding 
me to stand still, draped it swiftly and skilfully round my form. 
He stepped back with clasped hands, surveying me with his head 
on one side, and I stood there feeling like one of those improbable 
looking effigies in shop windows. 

Look ! ” he cried, calling upon the other two to admire. 
Quite perfect for that blonde type — the whole effect in gold 
could be too marvellous. Take a note, Kenneth ; what’s the 
numl^r of the stuff ? Oh, yes. Here — avoid any contrasts 
with BX 17 — accessories, etc., unbroken line important to carry 
on colour effect. Oh, wail — how about this ? ” Very excited, 
he wound something dark red round my middle, only to tear it 
off again impatiently — pushing me about dispassionately as if 
I r^lly were canvas and sawdust. 

Ah, delicious ! ” they all cried when the desired effect had 
been obtained. I wanted to go and put the joint in the oven 
and started to edge towards the door when the lam4 was unpinned. 

• ^ away, I haven’t finished,” said my employer 

, irritably as he advanced on me with a length of black taffeta 
which he bunched round me, crying : ” The classic contrast ! 
You can t gel away from it ! ” I began to think I might soon 
ask for a rise. He was quite carried away by his art and had 
evidently forgotten that I was only the cook and had better things 
to do than stand around all day being draped. I wished I had a 
union which would forbid me to act as a model during working 
ours. Eventually he became absorbed in a discussion with 
enneth, the secretary ; and, having also discovered the cakes, 
quite happy waving them about in the air and talking 
wi their mouths full. I seized the opportunity, while I was 
temporarily forgotten, to escape to the kitchen and start pre- 
paring the dinner. Y 

I look a great deal of trouble over it as I wanted to make 
an impression on my first day. I got along quite well, in spite 
being interrupted by summonses from above — the first time 
o cie^tf the lea. 1 saw my employer looking at me meditatively 
c le fingered a piece of blue chiffon, so I fairly skipped out 
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of the room with the tray before he could pounce. The fiext 
time it was to help the spotty girl fold up the stuff, and yet again 
when she and Kenneth had gone, to make up the fire and bring 
sherry. 

The guests were a little late, luckily, otherwise the dinner 
would not have been ready. They were Americans, she rather 
loud-voiced and voluble and he a little quiet man with a sad 
► smile, and a glance for me round the corner of his pince-nez. 
I tried out “ Dinner is served ” then in a vain attempt to better 
myself, but the effect was rather spoiled by the door-knob coming 
off in my hand as I said it. Evidently the kitchen wasn’t the 
only room in the house that was lacking in efficient construction, 
and Mr. Parrish said “ tch, tch,” and glared at me as if it was my 
fault. I replaced the handle apologetically and took the tattered 
remnants of my dignity downstairs. They followed close on my 
heels, and I handed round the soup, justly proud of its creamy 
smoothness. “ He ” had asked for potage bonne femme, so I 
had made it in its most superior form, sparing neither cream nor 
eggs. The American woman was smoking so I placed an ash- 
tray beside her, but to my horror she did not put out her cigarette 
but held it in her left hand, taking puffs in between almost every 
mouthful of soup. I was terribly upset and moved the ash-tray 
a little nearer as I passed, but she talking and didn’t notice. 

The next course was oeufs mornay. One of the eggs was rather 
overcooked and shrivelled, so J put it at the end, and handed her 
the dish so that she would be pretty sure to take that one. She 
did so, waving a freshly-lighted cigarette over the other eggs 
and ate it abstractedly, so that I was tempted to give her boot 
polish instead of anchovy for the savoury, to see if she would 
notice. Having learnt my lesson at Miss FauJkener’s, I washed 
up as much as 1 could as I went along, but it was an unequal 
struggle. Some of the things had to be cooked while they were 
eating the course before, and the end of dinner found me 
exhausted and surrounded by almost every plate we had in stock, 
all dirty. I took up the coffee and tried to send a telepathic 
hate wave to the American woman, which can’t have reached her, 
^ for her hand never faltered as she lit a fresh cigarette from the 
stub of her last. I ploughed through the washing-up, fury 
lending speed if not deftness to my hands, and stacked the dishes 
in the doorless cupboards where they would rapidly collect the 
dust again. Then I slung a few odd bits of broken china into 
the huge inverted electric light bowl which did duty as a rubbish 
bin, and left the premises by my private route — the area steps — 
not forgetting to put out the milk bottles. 
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The next morning Mr. Parrish’s first words to me were : 

“ You must not rush off like that without letting me know ; 
we might want something before you go. Last night I had some ' 
letters I wanted you to post.” 

The morning followed much the same course as the day before, 
except that at about eleven o’clock I answered the front door to 
a small brisk man with a neat moustache who wanted to sell me 
a vacuum cleaner. 1 thought this was a very good idea ; it 
would ‘ave me a lot of work and give me endless amusement. 
He gave me a card which said : ” E. L. Robbins, representative 
‘Sucka’ vacuum cleaners,” so I left him in the hall and went 
upstairs to give my employers a short resume of his sales talk. 

It went down quite well, and I managed half to convince them 
that no house could possibly be kept properly without a vacuum 
cleaner and that it saved expense in the long run. 

” I'm wasted as a servant — a commercial traveller’s what I 
ought to have been,” I thought as I went downstairs to tell the 
man that Mr. Parrish would see him in the drawing-room. He 
had gone in there already, which 1 thought was rather presump- 
tuous, and 1 gave a hasty glance round to see whether he’d 
pinched any cigarette-boxes or anything. Not that I really 
cared whether the dress designer was robbed of his trinkets, but 
they might suspect me. 

He was quite a long time coming, and as 1 couldn’t see any- 
thing missing I unbent tow'ards E. L. Robbins and we had quite 
a cosy little chat. 

He told me all about the vagaries of door-to-door life. ” Ever 
so nice, some arc,” he said, fingering his Old (high) School tie. 

” Talk away for hours, as pleasant as you please — even give you 
a cup of tea.” If this w'as a hint I ignored it. “Then at the end they 
break it to you that a vacuum cleaner is the last thing in the world 
they'd iliink of buying, and there you are. A morning wasted, 
and what to show for it ? Nothing. No, reely I’d rather they’d 
slam the door in your face at once like some do — ever so rude. 
Time is money I say.” 

” Well, 1 hope you’ll be able to persuade them to buy one of 
your thingammies here,” I said. ‘Tt’ll be a great help to me— 
there's so much to do, and they expect me to be a human 
dynamo.” 

” No, reely ? What a crying shame.” 

” Yes, honestly — do you know ” 

Here we launched oft', with one eye on the door, into a wonder- 
ful gossip, he registering suitable horror and sympathy as I 
unfolded an exaggerated account of my hardships. 
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“ Put upon you are, my dear — that’s what / say.” At this 
point I suddenly recollected that perhaps there is such a thing as 
loyalty to one’s employer, and I didn’t much care for the “ my 
dear ” or the too sympathetic gleam in his bulging eye. Anyway, 
I could hear the flop-flop of bedroom slippers descending the 
stairs, so I took myself off as Martin Parrish entered in a black 
dressing-gown with a gold dragon on the back. I left them to it, 
and the result was that Mr. Parrish consented to see a demonstra- 
tion. I was summoned from the kitchen to attend, and Kenneth 
arrived while the parts were being fitted together, so Mr . Robbins 
had quite an audience as he trotted briskly about with his 
machine, sucking up quantities of dust from the most astonishing 

places. , , ' . 

It was a great success. He fairly brought down the house by 

blowing a current of air under the carpet to freshen away the 
damp ” which made it bulge and billow like a gentle sea. Mr. 
Parrish and Kenneth conferred together while the machine was 
being dismantled, and the upshot of it was that they decided 
to buy a small one on the hire-purchase system, which, expounded 
by E. L. Robbins, sounded almost too reasonable. When he 
had gone I went down to answer the back door to my dream 
greengrocer who was much chattier this morning and actually 
delivered himself of the information that lettuces were fourpence 


I felt in quite good spirits to-day. My employer had been 
roused out of his morning torpor by the vacuum cleaner, so I 
was actually able to do the bedroom and bathroom be. ore lunch. 
1 didn’t waste much time on them ; 1 thought the dirt ^uld wait 
till to-morrow, when it could be sucked neatly away. They were 
going to have cold meat and salad for lunch, and were going out 
to dinner, so I got down to a bit of cleaning in the kitchen. The 
floor was filthy, so I went on my hands and knees and scrubbed 
it. I started by the door, so as to be able to get fresh water from 
the sink without treading on the clean part, but this turned out 
to be not such a good plan. The back door bell kept rmgmg 
and I had to raise myself creaking and groaning and paddle 
over a morass to answer it. I was distinctly short with the 
tradesmen— they seemed to be doing it on purpose, and the 

milkman gave me back as good as he got n ont 

“ Keep yer bleedin’ ’air on, if you call it air, was his brilliant 


carting shot. . . 

“ The only way I can tell you and your horse apart is the norse 

,s better looking,” I shouted after him up the area steps. Not 

scintillating, but good enough by dairy standards. So, quite 
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satisfied, T waded back to where I had left off scrubbing. When I 
had finished my arms were streaked with grey to above the elbows, 
and as I had taken the precaution of removing my stockings, my 
legs vyere in the same state. I thought I had better wash before 
handing round the lunch, so I shut myself in the bathroom and 
scrubbed with the best scented soap. I didn’t hear Martin trying 
the door as the tap was running, and when I came out he was 
hovering about irritably and intimated to me that the kitchen sink 
was the proper place in which to clean my vile body. I swelled 
with class consciousness, but said nothing and retired below, 
leaving a trail of “ Ashes of Roses ” in my wake. 

After lunch I got myself dirty all over again cleaning the stove, 
^ protest I didn’t bother to wash before taking up the tea. 
u ^ stared very hard at a large smudge on my cheek and 

the black borders of my finger-nails, but decided not to waste 
his breath on me. I was able to go soon after that as he was 
going out. I laid the breakfast tray all ready so as to save time 
m the niorning. I was pleased with the results of my field day in 
the kitchen. It was looking very trim, and I discovered a gloomy 
insect-ndden hole under the stairs where I stacked all the old 

Needless to say I had no sooner done this 
than Mr. Parrish came clattering down the stairs looking for 
that iridescent glass bowl that I put on top of the dresser.” 

T . 1 e>^elaimed at the unaccustomed tidiness and was pleased, 

I think, but he said : “ Oh, dear, what have you done with all 
that stuff I put in here to be out of the way ? Not thrown itaway. 


Oh, no, sir, I put it in a cupboard. 
I’ll soon get it for you.” 

I unearthed it while he fiddled around 
in the kitchen. 


It did catch tfie dust so. 
on a tour of inspection 


onen T. T marmalade in an 

fhe 1 ^ ^ P°^ J^st turned into 

he boul when Its wanted. Oh! and you oughtn’t to squeeze 

overnight, even if you do put it in the frig. It 

th It w What became of that tin of milk 

that was in the cupboard ? ” 

I used it to iT>a!,c scones, sir.” 

n, a?}'' keeping it for Mimi. He does so love it. 

Oi,g/ir >ou to nave used it for scones ? Were they all right 

^ flavour when cooked.” 

r^^ii ^ tolerant if patronising way. He 

really meant to educate me quite kindly, and he may have known 

ore about things than I did^certainly no one could have known 


i i 



ONEPAIROF HANDS 45 

less, but I began to understand how our old cook at home felt 
when she guarded “her” kitchen in that proprietary way 
Anyway a man shouldn’t interfere with domestic details. 

“ In fact, a cook’s what you’re turning into, mentally and 
physically ** I thought as I pulled my gloves over my work- 
soiled hands and flapped off to Woolworth’s on my dropped 
arches, 

I arrived the next morning with my arms full of brown paper 
bags containing all I needed to make kitchen life hapjjy. I had 
only spent about six shillings, but it had cleared me out, as it was 
a long time since pay day, so when I went up for my master to 
order the food, I mentioned quite casually in the course of 
conversation what I had spent. 

“ You rather let yourself go, didn’t you ? ” 

“ Well, sir, they were really all things I had to have.” I 
enumerated them, and though he tut-tutted a bit he couldn’t 
dispute it. 

“ I don’t seem to have any change. Well, never mind. I’ll 
give it you another time. Now about lunch. I shall be alone as 
my secretary doesn’t come to-day. I shall be out for tea. I 
have a gentleman coming to dinner. I thought perhaps we might 
have a chicken, some soup to start with, and perhaps a sweet 
omelette, plenty of jam. I like that. Oh, heavens ! don’t tell 
me that’s Mimi ! ” 

A terrible yelping was coming from outside accompanied by 
shrill barks. Mr. Parrish shot out of bed, and we both rushed to 
the window. Mr. Parrish nearly fainted with horror. Mimi 
was standing on the top step, snarling and yapping, and looking 
even more objectionable than usual, while in the street a small 
terrier was jumping up and down, barking with frenzied rage 
at the Peke. 

“ Oh, run down at once and get poor Mimi ! ” wailed Martin, 
so down I had to go and pick up the crazy thing, at great peril 
to my own skin, and take it indoors, holding it tightly round 
the middle. 

“ All right, all right, I sympathise with you,” I said to the 
terrier who was jumping up my legs, and shutting the front door 
in his enraged face. I took Mimi upstairs to his anguished father. 
The climax was reached when we discovered a drop of blood on 
her chest, and even when, after an exhaustive search, we dis- 
covered it must have been the dog’s blood, he was still not 
appeased. 

“ I’d no idea you just put him out in the street and left him all 
on iiis own. You ought to stay and watch him till he’s had his 
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little run and then bring him in. You never know what may 
happen in London.” 

“ No really,” I thought, ” this is too much — a model, perhaps, 
but not a Peke’s nursemaid.” 

Aloud I said : ” I’m very sorry, sir, but I’m afraid I really 
wouldn’t have time in the mornings to stop after that.” 

” Well then you must make time.” This remark was so 
ridiculous that I couldn’t even bother to answer it, so I put 
Mimi down on the bed and left the room in a sullen silence. 

Soon after that E. L. Robbins arrived with his vacuum cleaner, 
and while he was initiating me into its mysteries I poured out 
my grievances as one does into the first ear that comes along. 
He was all sympathy, and we got very matey over a cup of tea. 
Wc had just got to the stage when he was begging me to call 
him Ernest when Mr. Parrish rang down for more breakfast. 
I rushed round, throwing eggs and bacon into a pan, and roping 
Ernest in to watch the toast. 

“Two breakfasts, upon my word ! ” he said, scraping the 
black part off a bit he had burnt. 

“ Here, put this milk in that little saucepan and heat it up,** 
I said. “ This wretched egg's gone and broken, but it’ll have to 
do.” It was soon ready, and I clattered off upstairs with the 
tray, leaving Ernest washing saucepans quite happily in the 
sink wearing one of my aprons. 

My employer was talking on the telephone as I forced my way 
through the thickness of the atmosphere to his bedside. “ Just 
going to have some breakfest — is it really eleven o’clock ? 
Yes, I’m still in bed. Isn't it monstrous ? I know, but I did a 
lot of work yesterday, and I don’t think I feel in the mood 
to do any more for a bit. All right about to-night ? About a 
quarter to eight, then ? Delightful. Good-bye, Simon.” He 
rang off and said to me : 

“ You might bring me my letters up here as my secretary isn’t 
coming to-day. I’ll read them in bed.” 

1 was afraid be might have the idea of using me as a secretary, 

so I flung them at him and ran downstairs before he could think 
of it. 

Ernest had finished the saucepans and was making himself 
quite at home with the paper and cigarette. But I had a lot of 
work to do, so I told him that he’d have to go. 

“ Anyway,” I said, “ why aren't you doing your own work ? 
Is th ?re a slump in the vacuum cleaner trade ? ” 

\ here s not a lot doing to-day, as a matter of fact,” replied 
Ernest, picking up his bowler hat and little attach^ case. “ When 
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can I see you again, my dear ? I always love a cliat. In any 
case I ought to bring another screw for that handle sometime.” 

I had thought of asking Isobel to come to tea as my employers 
would be out, so I told him he could come along too, if he 
wanted to meet an attractive girl. He jumped at it. 

” I say, I am a lucky fellow — two ladies all to myself.” I 
hustled him off down the passage, and he was just going out of 
the back door, still chattering about ” charming ladies ” and 
“ the cup that cheers,” when we suddenly realised that my em- 
ployer had not signed the agreement which he had brought with 
him. I took it up to the bedroom, with a pen and ink, but Mr. 
Parrish was lying back on the pillows, looking rather wan, and 
he waved me away with a limp hand. 

“ No, no, I can’t possibly sign anything to-day ; my head's 
terrible. Even to see the printed word — uike it away.” I raised 
my eyebrows and removed myself with the breakfast tray which 
showed every sign of having been attacked with hearty appetite. 

I explained the situation to Ernest and we did a bit of shoulder 
shrugging and exchanging of ” Well I nevers,” and at last 1 got 
rid of him and returned to my housework. I lugged the ” Sucka ” 
up to the dining-roo.m, plugged it in, and had been having a 
!>’ happy time with it for about ten minutes when a fat figure 
appeared in the doorway, propping itself up with one hand and 
holding its head with the other. 

“ For God’s sake stop that filthy row,” he wailed. ” I’ve 
been shouting for ages and my head’s splitting.” 

” I’m so sorry, sir. Very thoughtless of me.” Perhaps he 
really had got a headache after all. ” Shall I make you a nice 
cup of tea ? ” 

” God, no ! ” He retired and I went down, trailing the tube 
of the vacuum cleaner bumpety-bump down the stairs behind me. 

It got caught round the post of the banisters when I turned the 
corner at the bottom and brought me up with a jerk. When 1 
disentangled it I discovered that a rather vital looking part had 
been broken off. More work for E. L. Robbins. The edges of the 
stairs were looking a little dirty so I decided to ” take a brush to 
• them ” as I couldn’t use the “ Sucka.” There is quite soothing 
rhythm about brushing stairs, crawling methodically from one to 
the next, and my brain was lulled into vacancy by the mechanical 
strokes of my right arm, so that I didn’t notice the ” knock, 
knock, crash, crash ” that accompanied the cleaning of each 
stair. I was soon shocked out of my coma, however, for when I 
was about half-way Martin shot out of his bedroom with an 
agonised roar. I gave up. I had done half the stairs anyv/ay. 
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Or, no, I hadn’t even achieved that — I had made the elementary 
mistake of starting at the bottom instead of the top, and had been 
carefully brushing the dirt down on to the clean stair below. 

Martin revived about lunch-time and actually managed to 
stagger as far as the dining-room, where he sat staring moodily 
into space while I handed him his lunch. I had not reckoned on 
him being able to cat half a pound of steak and two apple 
dumplings, so there was not much left for me to eat. I counted 
up the eggs in the larder, and leaving enough for the omelette 
for dinner, I could spare myself a couple for lunch. 

I put them in the oven to bake while I was serving my employer 
and, forgetting about them, recollected them just in time to 
remove them before they should be spoiled. I hurriedly seized 
a loo thin cloth, and, plucking the pots out of the oven, burnt 
my hands so badly that I dropped them upside down on to the 
floor. I could have cried with rage and frustrated hunger. Mr. 
Parrish, hearing the crash on his way upstairs from the dining- 
room, poked his head round the door and said : “ What’s 
broken ? ” 

I hastily put my body between him and the wreckage and said : 

“ Oh, notlungat all, sir, I just dropped one of the oven shelves.” 

I found Mimi in the dining-room, so I hauled him into the 
kitchen to lick up the eggs. I myself made a pathetic and 
Inadequate meal of bread and cooking cheese. I didn’t dare 
^t any of the fruit in the dining-room as Mr. Parrish sometimes 
‘‘ fancied ” an apple or an orange last thing at night, and, if he 
ate fruit at dinner, there might not be any left. 

He went out quite soon, and I washed up and tidied the kitchen 
for my tea party. Isobel fell down the area steps and broke a 
milk bottle, and not knowing that the house was empty was scared 
that my employer would come out and find her, so I found her 
hiding in the coal cellar till the danger was past. 

Ernest Robbins arrived soon after and I hit on the brilliant 
idea of making tlicm help me clean the sih er. 

\V hen it was done, we had tea with masses of hot buttered 
toast and the best raspberry jam, which Isobel had delved into 

before I could stop her. 1 would have to think up a good excuse 
for its disappearance. 

We had great difficulty in getting rid of Ernest. He was one 
of those people who can never find their way out. I wanted to 
show Isobel over the house before they came back, but we didn’t 
fancy having him trailing us about through the bedrooms. 

It turned out that he had forgotten the screw, anyway, so he 
would have to come back the next day. Could he be doing it 
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on^ purpose ? I eventually turned him out, saying that I was 
going to scrub the Icitchen floor, and he left us with a i 

Good night all. Thanks for ever such an enjoyable time.” 

We toured the house after that, and Isobel was suitably repulsed 
by the personal habits of my employer. We saw Mr. Parrish 
ftom the window paddling down the street in a green pork-pie 
hat, so we had time to rush back to the kitchen before he got in. 
ip, He came down to get a flower vase. I hastily put away the 
raspberry jam pot, but didn’t bother about Isobel. I didn’t 
think it would matter having a friend in, but it was a bit awkward 
to know whether or not to introduce them. Mr. Parrish evidently 
didn’t expect it, because he stopped on the threshold, said : 
” I beg your pardon ” rather coldly and retreated. I shot out 
and got his vase out of the cupboard for him, saying, for form’s 
sake : 

• “ I hope you don’t mind my having a friend in the kitchen, 
sir ? ” 

” No, but don’t overdo it — and nor men. No followers.” 

Isobel made an apt but rather coarse remark as he retired to 
his bedroom to change. When she had gone I started to cook 
the dinner. While I was getting the eggs from the larder they 
0 ” slipped out of me ’and ” and all but two were broken. That 
wouldn’t be enough for the omelette, so, cursing. I had to put 
on my coat and run out into the rain to the little dairy down the 
road. When I got back the red arrow was dancing madly in all 
the spaces at once. 

” Wherever have you been ? ” said Mr. Parrish when I 
rushed upstairs. ” I’ve been ringing all the bells for ages, I 
thought perhaps they didn’t work.” I had to explain about the 
broken eggs, and he made no offer to refund me, but 1 suppose 
that was really quite fair. ‘‘ Will you put out the sherry and tell 
Mr. Nichols to wait in here if he comes before Tm ready ? I’m 
going out now ; you might take Mimi for a little run some time.” 

“ Very well, sir.” (1 don’t think !) Simon Nichols arrived 
while I was in the middle of a delicate operation with a sauce, 
which rather prejudiced me against him. However, he seemed 
^ quite a little gentleman, and he and Martin Parrish had a cosy 
dinner by candlelight, and if I was a little surprised by some of 
the conversation which I heard when I listened outside the 
dining-room door I thought no more of it when they had retired 
to the pink-shaded light of the drawing-room. To-morrow was 
pay day anyway, so 1 flung myself with heart and soul at the 
uninspiring array of greasy plates and other sordid articles tha 
made up the background of a kitchen life. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

When i had been with Mr. Parrish about ten days I began to 
think it was time I got some pay. I had not liked to ask for my < 
six shillings again, and he seemed to have forgotten about it. 

I hoped he wasn’t going to forget my wages too. I was wondering 
how I could tactfully jog his memory when he gave me the 
opportunity himself. 

He rang for me one morning, when I was very busy making 
rock cakes, to say : 

“ Will you pay the laundry when they come, for last week, 
and let me know how much it is ? ” 

I saw my chance to drop a hint. “ I’m so sorry, sir, but I’m 
afraid I haven’t enough money on me. I’m rather short as it’s 
the end of the week.” 

‘‘ Good Lord, is it ? I must give you your wages. I don’t 
owe you anything else, do I ? ” 

” Well, sir, there was that money I spent at Woolworth’s.” 4 

“ What was that ? Oh, yes, I remember. Five shillings, 
wasn’t it ? Didn't I give it you ? ” 

” Not yet, sir — it— er, was six shillings.” 

“ Well, ni give you ten shillings extra— you can take it out 
of that when you’ve paid the laundry.” 

He handed me two pound notes, and I went back to take the 
by now very rock-like cakes out of the oven. 

When the laundry man came he was in rather a bad temper as 
it was raining, and he felt cold and wet and wanted his tea. He 
looked even blacker when I offered him a pound, and muttered ; 

” Haven't got any change.” 1 didn’t know what to do, but 
luckily just at that moment I saw Ernest Robbins’ boots 
descending the area steps. I never thought I should be so 
pleased to see him. It was evidently his pay day too for he was 
able to supply all the silver we needed. I was sorry to see that j 
the laundry bill came to six and sixpence, so I should have to 
launch a fresh attack on Mr. Parrish’s pocket, which always 
seemed so short of change. 1 offered the laundry man a cup of 
tea to cheer him up, but he refused with a mumbled : 

“ Thanks — no time,” and drove off through the rain. 

Ernest said he had come to fit a screw to the handle of my 
“ Sucka,” and I had to give him a cup of tea and some of the 
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burned cakes. I got rid of him quite early by telling him that 
I “ wasn’t allowed followers ” in the kitchen. 

“ Well, it’s the last thing in the world I want, my dear, to get 
you into trouble,” he said, and paddled off quite tractably ; I 
hoped the soles of his boots weren’t too thin. 

Soon after this Mr. Parrish and I “ had words.” He came 
down to the kitchen with the grocer’s book in his hand and a 
look of dismay on his pink face. I didn’t hear him descending 
the stairs as he was wearing slippers and he very nearly caught 
me having a quick swig of the cooking wine which I was using 
to make a sauce. Trusting that he might attribute my guilty 
flush to the heat of the stove, I listened in silence while he ranted 
at me. 

” Monica, this is a terrible grocer’s bill ! I’d no idea you were 
ordering such strings of things. I really can’t have you running 
up such bills as this, it’s absolutely scandalous. Two bottles of 
salad oil in one week, and all this butter. It’s absurd. Either 
you’re very extravagant or they’re swindling us. Let me see the 
invoices. I suppose you’ve kept them ? ” This was rather a 
ghastly moment as, of course, I had never bothered to keep 
those grubby little lists which bore such mystic signs as 2 Dem 
and ^ Dig. Bisc. My stomach sank with the cold sick feeling 
that I hadn’t felt since my school days, when one thought the 
world had come to an end if one was caught talking in the cloak- 
room. 

I hung my head and mumbled. 

“Well, really,” said my master, outraged, ‘‘you are im- 
possible — you must do better than that.” I suddenly saw red 
and all my Bolshie instincts rose and bade me stand up for 
myself. 

” I’m sorry about the invoices, but as to the amount of things 
on the bill, I ordered what was necessary for the dishes that you 
asked me to do. I can’t cook with air, and the store cupboard 
was practically empty when I came. Perhaps you would find it 
more satisfactory to go out and order the things yourself.” 

“ That will do, Monica. There is no need to speak in that 
impertinent way. I will think about it, though it is a pity that I 
should be bothered with household details when I’m so busy.” 

I managed to change my involuntary snort of derision into a 
cough, and Mr. Parrish removed himself sulkily. 

His aunt came to dinner that night, so I listened outside the 
door in order to make sure of entering in the middle of a conversa- 
tion about me, so that I could have the pleasure of hearing them 
break ofiT suddenly as I went in. 
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Mr. Parrish’s French wasn’t very good, but he achieved the 
general idea with : 

“ Pas avant le Qweeseenyayer ” as I took in the sweet 
course. 

When I had gone out again, I stamped my feet with a 
diminuendo effect so as to sound as if I was returning to the 
kitchen, while I really waited outside the door, balancing the 
tray of meat plates and vegetable dishes on my hip. 

The aunt was quite a nice old tiling and I’m sure was bored, 
as everyone is, by the discussion of other people’s domestic 
worries. However, I heard her say politely : “ But she really 
seems quite a good cook ; the dinner is very nice. I’m sure.” 

(It had been one of my flash-in-the-pan successful evenings.) 

” Oh, she occasionally produces things that are quite eatable,” 
said Martin Parrish in a tired voice, ‘‘ but she’s a rotten servant 
really. No experience at all I should think, and a bit of a slut.” 
There was a pause while knives and forks clattered a little. 
Then the aunt said : “ I thought she seemed rather a nice- 
looking girl — quite pretty in a common way.” 

” Oh, d'you think so ? ” said her nephew. ” I don’t.” 

Crash ! You would not have thought that one gravy tureen ^ 
lid, sliding to the floor under stress of emotion, could have made 
so much noise. I went quickly to the kitchen and exchanged my 
tray for the dessert plates which I took in at once, so that when 
Mr. Parrish said : “ What was tliat ? Something broken ? ” 

I was able to say : 

” No, sir, one of the fruit plates just slipped out of my 
hand as I was bringing them in.” 

I did not dare add to my unpopularity by admitting the 
breakage, so my life after this was an incessant struggle to conceal 
the fact that one of the tureens was minus a lid. Luckily it 
belonged to a set still in stock at a big store, so I ordered another, 
but they were very slow in sending it. I had to steer him away 
from the idea of ordering dishes that needed both sauce and 
gravy, or else suggest a cold sauce, that would not arouse 
comment if brought in uncovered. 

He told me what he had decided about the bills. ^ 

” I don’t like to run up these big bills. You are to pay the 
grocer and greengrocer at the door every day when they come for 
orders, for what we have had the day before. Be sure to keep 
the invoices and check them when the things are delivered. 
Then you can ask me for the money for what we have had before 
the man comes.” 

I thought Uiis was a ghastly idea, and one calculated to give 
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the greatest possible amount of trouble to myself, but perhaps 
that was the intention. 

It turned out to be even worse in practice. I have always 
been very incompetent about money, and hate having to deal 
with other people’s. What with invoices finding their way into 
the dustbin, or arriving on a rainy day, an illegible blur, I got 
into distressing muddles, and was consequently often out of 
pocket, through having to make good the results of my in- 
efficiency. The question of change was very tedious, too. 
Mr. Parrish never had any, and would give me a ten-shilling 
note the evening before to pay the grocer, who, after much 
fumbling in an ancient red leather purse concealed beneath 
several layers of coats and aprons, would produce one paltry 
sixpence. I had to toil upstairs to see whether perhaps he had 
some change this morning, which was rare. I generally had to 
pay out of my own money in the hope of refunding myself when, 
if ever, I got change for the note. 

One gets used to anything in time, however ; even money 
worries become part of the routine of the day, and I began to 
settle down like a fairly contented vegetable into my Campden 
HUl life. 

The thing that was really the greatest bore was E. L. Robbins’ 
pertinacity. The vacuum cleaner was always giving trouble. 
It would work marvellously for a little, to make me realise what 
an- indispensable joy it was, and would then suddenly develop 
some extraordinary disease. One terrifying day it started to 
give off blue smoke and sparks, and other times it would just 
go sullen and refuse to travel over the carpet in that effortless 
glide described in the advertisements. I had, therefore, to send 
for Ernest, and I firmly believe that, although he mended the 
immediate damage, he nobbled it in some mysterious way so 
that he would have to be called in to repair it again. 

He was quite useful at doing odd jobs in the kitchen, but it 
was a bit of a bore to be incessantly making tea, and fobbing 
him off when he said : 

“ What do you do on your evenings out ? ” I wouldn’t have 
minded “ sixpenn’orth of Dark ” with the greengrocer, but 
Ernest did not appeal. 

In any case my evenings out were generally devoted to sleeping. 
Sometimes, when Mr. Parrish went out to dinner, I got off quite 
early, but he was a lazy brute, and generally preferred to dine 
cAez luiy often irt the company of Simon Nichols. 

Christmas time approached and I wondered if he was going 
to have parties and be very gay at the expense of the poor 
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cook-general. Great was my relief when he announced that he . 
was going to spend it in the country, with Simon and his niother. 

I heard him discussing it at lunch one day. Kenneth sat sUently 
crumbling bits of bread and poking his food round the plate with 
a fork. He wasn’t going away. I wondered if he had a 
home, perhaps his mother was a callous sort of woman who 
didn’t understand his sensitive little nature. However, I couldn t 
make out how anyone could be less than overjoyed by the idea 
of London being rid of Martin for a few days ; I myself 
almost skipping round the table with the spinach at the thought. 

It was one of the spotty girl’s days to arrive with her pap®r 
parcel, and, still imbued with the Spirit of Xmas Cheer, I su^ 
mitted quite happily to being told to walk with a piece of satin 
wound tightly round my nether limbs to test the practicalMlity 
of the hobble skirt. As I detached myself from the clutch ot 
Kenneth, into whose arms I had fallen after tripping over a 
footstool, I saw his expression change from gentle concern to 
bitter resentment. Turning to follow his gaze, I saw that 
Mr. Parrish had evidently answered the door to Simon while 
we were preoccupied, and he was now entering the room in a 
beautiful smooth grey suit. Work was abandoned while he and ^ 
Martin fell to discussing Christmas plans, and when I look up -*• 
the tea, spotty face had gone, and Kenneth too. Mr. Parrish 
was going away directly after lunch on Christmas Eve. I was 
telling Isobel this one afternoon when she was visiting me below 
stairs> and we were suddenly struck with the most perfect id^. 

“ Let's give a cocktail party on Christmas Eve, here in the 

kitchen ! 

“ Marvellous ! Il’U be frightfully original— I should think 
we could cram in at least twenty people, wouldn’t you ? ’ ’ 

Wc got down to plans and had fixed it all up before I had to 
go and help the aunt pin up the hem of a drooping chiffon 
dress. She was either shortening or lengthening it~I couldn t 
make out which — to be provokingly festive in on Christmas night. 

Unfortunately, it happed to be one of the days when Ernest 
Robbins was sitting in a comer of the kitchen, doing some- 
thing mysterious to the internals of my vacuum-cl^ner, so, as ^ 
he had heard all the plan-making, we had to ask him to com^ 

I was glad we did, because he was so frightfully pleased and 
excited. We told him to come about an hour later than we were 
going to ask the others, as he was sure to turn up much too ^rly. 

About this time, the tradesmen began to get very obliging, 
in the hope, I suppose, that the master of the house would 
give Christmas boxes accordingly. 
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“ Some hope ” 1 thought, but he did actually ask me which 

ones I thought ought to have tips, so I put in a good word for 
ray special friends. I had discovered a latent charm in the baker, 
who, at first sight, had seemed uninteresting and stodgy, as his 
dough. This must have been shyness, because, after we had 
met every day for quite a long time, he quite thawed, and we 
j were soon telling each other our life histories with true back- 
door lack of reticence. It appeared that he had a daughter — 
** Just about your age, our Violet would be. Proper little piece 
she is, and no mistake. And smart ! Keeps the boys guessing 
all ri^t. She’s got a regular now though, lovely steady boy he 
is— got a good job in the gent’s hose at Gamidges. He give our 
Vi a ring too, straight he did — though of course they 11 be walking 

out for a coupla years or so yet.” 

I managed to see that he got something, and also the green- 
grocer, and the decrepit old grocer. I got my own back on the 
milkman by telling Mr. Parrish that the Milkmen’s Union 
didn’t allow Christmas boxes. I hated that man, he looked 
capable of watering the milk with the tears of little children. 

The day before Christmas Eve there arose the important and 
^ exciting question of whether my employer was going to romp 
^ out with any sort of a present for me. Like the tradesmen, 1 
became almost maddeningly obliging all day, and kept offering 
nice cups of tea. I even did most of his packing for him, and 
made doubly sure of not being overlooked, by arriving next 
morning with a box of chocolates bearing a label saying A 
Merry Xmas from Monica.” He came up to scratch nobly, I 
must say, and presented me with ten shillings. I was surprised 
into a last-minute affection for him, as he drove off in his little 
cream-coloured coupe, with Mimi in his basket on the back seat. 
Kenneth and I waved from the front door like a couple of old 
family retainers. He had to stay for a little to write a few letters, 
but I thought he would be gone by the time I started preparing 
for my party. I had made most of the food, and was just going 
to go out to a shop nearby to get the drink, when it occurred 
to me that I hadn’t heard him leave. I looked into the drawing- 
^ room, and there he sat by the dying fire, with a writing-pad on 
his lap and a pen idle in his hand, staring into space. I went up 
• to him, and saw that his eyes were filled with tears, and when I 
asked him what the matter was, he could hardly speak. 

“ I’m a fool, 1 know,” he gulped, “ but it’s the ingratitude of 

it that I can’t bear, the awful ingratitude ” To my dismay 

he suddenly burst into floods of tears, and, though I hadn't 
the least idea what he was talking about, it was all so tragic that 
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I Started to cry myself, and we sobbed on each other's shoulder 
for fully five minutes. It was a lovely cry, just as good as seeing 
a pathetic film at the cinema, and when we had finished I think 
he felt better. 

I thought it might cheer him up to tell him about the cocktail 
party. I made him swear not to tell the Parrishes and asked him 
if he’d like to come. He was quite delighted at the idea, like a 
child, and we went off together to buy the drink. When we got 
back, Isobel was already sitting on the area steps waiting to 
be let in. I explained away Kenneth to her when he was upstairs 
getting something, and then he came down and helped us make 
the cocktails. He must have had a very weak head, poor 
darling, for, even after only doing a little tasting, he got wildly 
excited and started to enjoy himself very much. We explained 
to him that the party hadn't begun yet, and he calmed down a 
little, but I thought he was going to become rather a handful 
before long. Needless to say, E. L. Robbins arrived much too 
early in spite of our precautions. If we had told him the right 
time, I believe he would have come before tea. He came in 
shuffling his feet and holding his hands behind his back, and 
eventually., giggling coyly, he said : “ Please don’t think me a 
presumptuous chap, but I would like to present the two charming 
ladies with a little token of seasonable good wishes.” 

Thereupon he produced from behind his back two of the 
most ghastly brooches ever seen on the counter of any multiple 
store, and, thanking him gushingly, we simply had to wear them. 

People were now starting to arrive. We had said “ area steps ” 
on the invitation, and it was funny to see them being amused 
by what was my daily trek to and from duty. We got Ernest 
off with an accommodating girl, and the party really went 
marvellously — that kitchen has never known such a cheerful 
atmosphere before or since. I had put away most of the crockery, 
but half-way through the party, Kenneth suddenly fell to the 
ground like a dead thing, and lay fast asleep with his head 
pillowed on the remnants of a vegetable dish that he had broken 
in his fall. We left him there, as he looked so happy and peaceful. 


I felt more than disinclined to go back to work on the day 
after Boxing Day, when I had to go and prepare the house for 
my employer’s return. He was due to arrive at about seven 
o'clock, so I trailed along as late as possible, and then had a 
terrific rush to get things tidied up in time. I hadn’t felt like 
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clearing up after the cocktail party, and the kitchen looked a 
wreck. More things had been broken than 1 had thought, and 
the electric light bowl was soon pretty well crammed with 
pieces of china and glass, as well as the cigarette ends and odd 
bits of food that had been strewn everywhere in drab confusion. 

I made a list of the things I would have to replace, and w as 
thankful that I had been given some money at Christmas, 
4 though it seemed rather a pathetic way to spend it. 

Suddenly remembering that I had not yet lit the drawing-room 
fire, I rushed upstairs, cleared the grate and laid it in a haphazard 
way, and did my usual incendiary trick with the methylated 
spirits. I shook up the cushions a bit to make the room look a 
little less neglected, and went down to finish the washing up, 

I forgot all abou. the fire, though I had meant to go up and 
put more coal on it as it burned through, and when 1 eventually 
did remember, it was practically out. There was no more 
methylated, so 1 resorted feverishly to all the dodges I had ever 
read of in the Home Magazines — lumps of sugar, candle-ends, 
etc., but all to no purpose. I held a large sheet of newspaper 
in front of it for ages, and was rewarded at last by a faint crackling 
in front of it for ages, and was rewarded at last by a faint 
fl^ crackling. There was more smoke than fire, however, and 
Martin Parrish had to choose this inconvenient moment to 
arrive, tired and cross from a long cold drive. He walked into 
the roona where I was still kneeling, and was greeted by clouds 
of belching black smoke. Coughing and wiping my eyes, I 
apologised, but he took himself off in high dudgeon to huddle 
lover his electric fire upstairs. When the fire had exhausted 
\iUelf by smoking, it quietly died. The only thing to be done was 
40 start all over again from rock-bottom, which I did very 
harassed by the fact that Mr. Parrish called down that he would 
Ijke to have supper as soon as possible. 

When the fire was at last beginning to burn, I hastily laid the 

table with what was left of the crockery and glass, and heated 

up a stew of rather dubious age, which had been congealing in 

the larder over Christmas. I put in a lot of herbs and seasoning 

^ to disguise any possible rank taste, and he ate it all right but 
gloomily. ® ’ 


I case he accepted, and he 

luckily didn t of asking me, so I finished up downstairs 

quickly, and left him crouched over the struggling fire 

-"y intense 

disgust, Martin Parrish started to talk about giving a party. He 
and I made out an approximate list of the food and drink that 



58 


ONE PAIR OF HANDS 


would be needed, and he took it away to count up the cost. 
Evidently he found the total too vast, for the next thing I heard 
was that his ideas had descended with a rush from having 
twenty people and giving them champagne, to three couples and 
Simon and giving them bridge 'nTRPfruit punch. The dinner 
was to be on quite a large scale, however, and I took the first 
opportunity of rushing out when I should have been polishing 
the silver, to replace the breakages of my party. 

Mr. Parrish was nosing around in the kitchen when I got 
back, so I had to hide my parcels in the coal cellar until he had 
gone. “ Where have you been ? ” he enquired, as I entered 
humming innocently. He had evidently forgotten that he had 
told me I could go out any afternoon I liked, I suppose because 
I hardly ever did, as there was always too much to do. 

“ Just popped out to get some eggs, sir.” 

” Eggs, what for ? They’re dear just now, aren’t they ? ” 

” Well, sir, I — cr — thought I might make the trifle to-day 
for to-morrow’s dinner.” 

•• Oh, 1 sec, well, 1 suppose that’s all right. We seem to be 
rather short of glasses. You didn’t tell me you’d broken 
any ” 

” Oh, i haven’t, sir, I just put some in another cupboard, 
that’s all.” 

My prayers that he wouldn’t ask ” which cupboard ? ” were 
answered, for Mimi started yapping upstairs, so he had to hurry 
away. The next day was a terrible one for me. I started pre- 
paring the dinner quite early, so as not to have such a panic in 
the evening, and Martin chose that day to have a migraine. He 
stayed in bed till six o’clock and kept his finger almost 
permanently on the bell-push all day — I wonder the red arrow 
didn’t drop off. First his breakfast egg was too hard and he 
must have another, then he wanted some cigarettes, then orange 
juice, and once it was for me to go into the street and send away 
a barrel organ. I didn’t like to do this without giving the man 
any money, and as none was forthcoming from the Parrish 
purse, and I had none, I had to borrow it from Ernest Robbins, 
who needless to say was in the kitchen again, getting underfoot 
and altogether being a nuisance. 

When Kenneth arrived, he was very annoyed in his gentle 
way, that he hadn’t been told he would not be wanted. He had 
to go up to his employer’s bedroom to ask him to sign something, 
though even that would probably be too great a strain for Martin. 
1 was giving the dining-room a quick flick-over, and I heard a 
great deal of complaining talk going on — I couldn’t hear what 
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they were saying, even when I stood outside the door and polished 
the knob, till Martin’s voice suddenly rose to a scream : 

“ Damn it all, I pay you, don’t I ? What else do you want 

you jealous little ! ” I recoiled and Kenneth staggered out 

white and shaking and, before I could try to comfort him, ran 
unsteadily downstairs and banged out of the front door. 

I didn’t give Martin much of a lunch, I was too busy doing 
^ things for the dinner, but he polished off what I took him quite 
happily, and then settled down to a well-earned sleep. 

As the evening drew on, I was involved in a frenzy of cooking, 
and getting more exhausted and harassed every minute as I 
kept remembering things that still had to be done. Mr. Parrish 
did not help my confusion by strolling languidly down to the 
kitchen with a book on how to make punch, with which he 
wanted me to help him. I said : 

“ I can’t spare you a minute, sir.” 

He was very affronted, and I had to scare him away by nearly 
spilling some egg on his sleeve as he pored over the book on the 
table which I wanted to use. I couldn’t help it if he was annoyed • 
he’d be much more so if the dinner wasn’t ready, and I did not 
see why he shouldn’t do a little work for his silly party. He 
^ shuffled away into the dining-room and spent a sulky half-hour 
throwing fruit peel, spices and the contents of various bottles 
into a huge china bowl. 

I got hotter and hotter as I basted meat and stirred sauces 
like mad, trying at the same time to fry potatoes in a deep pan 
of fat, which spat viciously at me whenever I went near it. 
When the door bell rang I was in too much of a turmoil to tidy 
myself or even take off my apron. My one idea was to rush 
upstairs and down again to my cooking as quickly as possible. 

I thought the couple that I admitted looked at me a little queerly, 
so when I returned below I took a look in the pathetic square of 
spotted mirror that hung behind the kitchen door. I certainly 
was rather a terrifying sight. The steam and heat had turned 
my hair from a mass of fascinating curls to a sort of hayrick 
of lank straight locks ; spots of brown grease were spattered 
all over my face, and there was egg in one eyebrow. It was not 
surprising that the guests had seemed a little taken aback ; I 
looked as if I had some sort of plague. There was no time for 
repairs now, as a piece of paper, which was covering something 
on the stove, suddenly caught fire, and. dropped black ash into 
the Hollandaise sauce. I skimmed and strained it feverishly, 
but jt was useless to try to remove all the little black specks, and 
equally useless to start it again, as there simply wasn’t time. I 
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was in a panic, but I suddenly had a brainwave and turned the 
sauce into Beamaise by adding some chopped herbs and gherkins 
which effectively mingled with the black specks and camouflaged 
them. 

I had barely time to do this before the bell rang again. I 
hastily did something about my plague-ridden face, broke a 
comb on my hair, and tied it back with a bit of ribbon. I tore 
off my apron as I ran upstairs, flinging it into the gent’s toilet 
as I passed. Tlie rest of the party had all arrived together, and 
I announced them in my most up-stage manner, hoping that 
the first couple would think that there were two maids, and not 
connect me with the apparition who had let them in. Dinner 
was rather a sticky affair, the punch didn’t seem to imbue any of 
them with a wild party spirit. My bite noire^ the chain-smoking 
American woman, sat on the host's right and blew cigarette 
smoke into his face in a half-hearted attempt at fascination. 
He was still sulking. I’m afraid, and sat hunched over the end 
of the table, throwing out an occasional moaning word or two 
by way of conversation. A fat gentleman told long and pointless 
stories which made nobody laugh except himself, and that only 
a spasmodic wheezing. 

However, I could not pay much attention to the social aspect 
of the party. Serving up and handing a four-course dinner to 
six people all by oneself is a distinct strain, and I got pretty 
hectic. It was difficult to preserve an air of calm efficiency in 
tHe dining-room, while my nose told me that all was not well in 
the kitchen. The necessity for concealing the fact that my hands 
were filthy, was troublesome too. When I cook and dish up in 
a hurry, it is rather a messy process, what with tasting and all, 
and of course there was no time to wash before taking the 
food in. I had to slide my hands carefully under the dishes ; 
it's not easy to get the second hand under, and involves clutching 
the dish to the bosom, but it's better than shoving a grubby 
unappetising thumb under the noses of the guests. When they 
finally went upstairs to play bridge, I felt as if I had been through 
a battle, and had to “ take five minutes off” before washing up. 
When I was in the thick of it, they rang for me to take up drinks, 
which meant taking off my overall and decking myself out once 
more in my frills. ^ 

One of the tables was holding a rather acrimonious post- 
mortem, and voices were getting shrill. I withdrew thankfully 
to my kitchen, whose peace was only broken by the occasional 
gluggle glug of the Frigidaire. It was half-past eleven before I 
had finished, and I was just going to go when they rang for me 
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. again. Martin Parrish came out into the hall and told me to 
make some more punch for them to drink the New Year in. 
He offered me the book of the words, but I thought I would 
probably make a better one than he without its aid. I put in 
all the drink I could lay hands on, which wasn’t much as the 
Parrishes never kept a proper supply of anything, but I poured 
^ m the dregs of any bottles I could see, including the cooking 
brandy. After adding the fruit, I heated the whole thing to 
boiling-point, poured a big glass out for myself, and took it 
upstairs for the still slightly querulous company. It was rather 
a beastly party really — I was glad to be an accessory and not a 
member of it. When midnight struck, and grating sounds of 
“ Auld Lang Syne ” floated down the staircase, I drank myself 
a toast in the poisonous punch ; “ A kick in the Pants for all 
employers.” 

New Year’s Eve marked the beginning of a downgrade in my 
spirits. Work and dirt seemed to pile up every day, and I got 
more and more tired. I was always getting desperate and leaving 
things to be done the next day, and, in spite of the frequent 
assistance of Ernest, I never seemed to catch up on myself. 

^ Exhaustion made me miserable, and many were the times when 
^ the plates in the sink were washed with my tears of self-pity. 

One evening as I was sobbing brokenly over a soup tureen, 

I felt a trembUng arm placed round my shoulders. The back 
door had evidently been left open and Ernest had walked in 
all unbeknownst. He was very sympathetic and said : ‘‘ Come, 
come, don’t take on so,” and ” diy your tears, little woman.” I 
soon recovered, if only to make him remove his arm, and 
we had a long chat about Life and its Injustices which ended by 
his saying : 

” Give notice, dear, that’s what I say. Face it out, now come 
on, do.” 

Really, when I thought about it, it seemed a good idea. As I 
felt sure of getting another job, I saw no reason why I shouldn’t 
decamp before I got into a complete rut. 

I promised Ernest that I would give Mr. Parrish a week’s 
V notice the next day, but, by the time I arrived the next morning, 
•I was so taken with the idea of leaving that I felt I couldn’t even 
bear to stay a week. Once I had made up my min d to go, I felt 
1 must go at once or bust, and so, nerving myself for the ordeal, 

I delivered the bombshell to my master. ” Sir,” I said, depositing 
the breakfast tray on his chest, ” I wish to hand in my notice.” 

He shot bolt upright and spilt some coffee on the grubby 
sheet. 
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“ Well, really, this is a bit thick ! Perhaps you will tell me 
why you don’t wish to stay ? ” 

Common civility prevented from giving several reasons, so I 
just said : 

“ I’m afraid I find the work too tiring, there is really too much 
for one person to do.” 

“ What rubbish. Anyone with any method would find this a ^ 
very easy job, with all the consideration we have given you. 
However, if you’re not capable of managing, there is no use in 
your staying. I thought from the first that your lack of experience 
would lead to inefficiency.” As I was going anyway, I thought I 
might as well let him have it, so I raved, in the most ilUbred and 
childish way for quite five minutes. 

” All I can say is,” I finished, ” that you’ll never get anyone 
to do the amount I’ve been doing. Your ingratitude amazes 
me — I shall go at once.” 

” No, you can’t do that,” he said, regarding me with cold and 
withering distaste. ” You will have to stay a week or at least 
until I get someone else — that’s the legal position.” I flounced 
out of the room ; as I passed the drawing-room I savagely 
wrenched the handle off the door — it had never been mended — v 
and hurled it out of the window. It gave me the utmost satis- 7^ 
faction. 

1 bided my time, and maintained a brooding silence all day. 
Mr. Parrish thought he had won, so did not mention the matter 
again, but gave himself some sadistic pleasure by summoning me 
upstairs countless times when he knew I was busy, and sending 
back his omelette at lunch, demanding another one less leathery. 

At six o’clock he went out to a sherry party, and with a whoop 
of joy 1 let out the emotion that had been bubbling in me all day. 

I had realised that, if I left my last week’s wages behind, I was 
quite w'ithin my rights if I walked out. Thinking to heap coals 
of fire, I left the kitchen tidy, with the breakfast tray laid ready. 
When I had removed the things that I had had to buy with my 
own money, the kitchen equipment was greatly depleted. I had 
a pang of pity for my successor, so I salved my conscience by 
leaving behind a rather beautiful green egg whisk. Upstairs. I ^ 
celebrated my Independence Day by drinking a great deal oL 
inferior Parrish sherry, and, thus inspired, I’m ashamed to say 
1 wrote a very rude limerick indeed, and pinned it, with my 
thirty shillings wages, to Martin Parrish’s pillow. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

After my debacle chez Parrish, I did not look for another job at 
^ once. A slight rest seemed to be indicated, and I spent quite a 
contented few days lying in bed late in the mornings and massag- 
ing my hands with cold cream, if a despairing effort to get them 
back to normal. Also, the family were planning a motor trip 
in Alsace-Lorraine in the near future, partly to see the country 
and partly to eat the local food. 1 wasn’t going to miss that for 
anything, and I thought I might learn a great deal about my Art. 

The only regret I had about leaving Martin was that 1 had 
never said good-bye to E. L. Robbins. I felt really bad about 
that. He had stood by me through thick and thin, and it was 
on his advice that I had eventually given notice, and now I had 
gone and left him flat without a word. I thought the least I 
. . could do was to write a letter of thanks and farewell, which was 
sent to him c/o The “ Sucka ” Company. In a few days I got 
^his reply. 

“ Miss Monica Dickens. 

“ Dear Friend, 

“ Perhaps you will allow me to pen a few words of thanks 
for yours. I cannot tell you how I shall miss my delightful visits 
to your kitchen, and to see yourself and the other charming 
member of the fair sex. Nevertheless, for your sake, I am 
delighted that you are no longer subjected to iha inconsiderateness 
and may I say unkindness of the person whose name I will not 
mention. In conclusion may I take the liberty of wishing you 
success in the future, and hoping that you will accept these lines 
in the spirit of sincere kindliness with which I offer them. 

“I remain, 

“ Yours faithfully. 

“ Ernest L. Robbins.” 

By the same post as this touching epistle came a letter from the 
agency asking me if I would consider taking a job in the country 
for three weeks, touhelp out a man who had a sick wife and three 
children on his hands and no cook. The call of the kitchen was 
strong, and the family sounded so nice that I rang up the agency 
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there and then and said that I would just have time to fit it in 
before going away. 

They gave me the address — a Major Hampden, living at Yew 
Green, a village near Wallingford in Berkshire. I has passed 
throu^ this country and always been attracted by it and wanted 
to get to know it better. I pictured myself roaming over the 
Chilterns in the afternoons when I was off duty, not realising 
that I would be much too busy washing up the lunch and making 
cakes for a nursery tea to even poke my nose out of doors. When 
I rang up Major Hampden, he was so delighted at the idea of 
getting somebody that he fairly stuttered and stumbled over his 
words. 

“ When would you like me to come ? ” I asked. 

“ Oh, at once, at once, if you would be so good. We’ve been 
at our wits* end with no one to look after the children — my wife’s 
an invalid, you know — and no one to cook. We’ve been living 
on s-sausages and rice pudding, which are the only things I can do. 
We have an old body who comes in every morning — she’ll help 
you with the housework. Oh, dear, it will be a relief to have you 
here — 1 tell you how p-pleased I am.” 

It seemed as if I should have my hands full, what with being a 
nursemaid, cook-general, and housekeeper all at once, but he 
sounded so perfectly sweet that I promised to go down the next 
day. 


” Yew Green Grove, 

“ Yew Green, 

” Nr. Wallingford, 

” Berks. 

“ Wednesday. 

" Darling Mummy, 

“ Well, here I am, safely installed chez Hampden, 
after an uneventful journey. The old boy met me at the station 
in an ancient car tied up with string, and drove me here through 
lovely country. It's quite a primitive village, sitting at the 
bottom of the Chilterns, and surrounded by vast ploughed 
fields, with clumps of elms stuck about here and there. The 
house is what's known as ‘ rambling,’ you hit your head in 
unlikely places, and a draught whistles at you round every 
corner. But I like it here. I've decided that already. 

’ First of all, let me tell you that, much to my surprise, I am 
not a servant — I am ‘ one of the family,’ and they treat me real 
nice. It was very amusing trying to find out exactly what my 
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status was. I arrived, all humble, like a tweeny with her 
wicker basket, to be greeted like a most welcome guest, sat down 
at the table where they were lunching off Bully Beef and oranges, 
and addressed throughout as ‘ Miss Dickens.’ Gone are the 
days when I clear one end of the kitchen table to crouch 
pathetically over the scraps off the dining-room plates. 

“ Old man Hampden is a perfect darling, and behaves as if I 
4 were here as a favour instead of in return for wages. He has 
mild blue eyes, and wears a fawn cardigan, riddled with holes, 
and short, tight plus fours. I don’t know what’s wrong with 
Mrs. H. She lives in bed in a sort of summer-house in the garden ; 
it must be freezing. What is it you have that makes you have to 
be in the open air ? R.S.V.P. The children are adorable and — 
consist of one boy of nine and one of six, and a minute thing of 
three called Jane. They are very independent, wliich is a good 
thing, as I’ve got to look after them and the two eldest are at 
school nearly all day. I didn’t tell Mrs. Hampden that I had 
never looked after children, and didn’t know the first thing about 
them. The children soon discovered it, and were highly amused 
each time I slipped up in the ritual of bathing them. However, 
I didn’t drown them. Jane is a little touchy about details, and 
w cried for five minutes because I took off her left shoe before the 
right. I had to run the bath water, so that the fond parents 
shouldn’t hear. 

“ I begged them not to call me ’ Miss Dickens,’ it sounds so 
fearfully govemessy and flat-chested, so I now answer universally 
to ‘ Monty.’ 

“ Mrs. H. comes in for supper, which we have all cosy and 
homey by the drawing-room fire. She retires quite early into 
the Arctic night, so I have come up to my room, which is also 
Arctic. A bit of ray window seems to be missing. I shall go to 
bed when I’ve finished this, as I have to get up at seven to dress 
the" children, do a bit of dusting and cook the breakfast. Oh, the 
delights of a simple country life ! But definitely like heaven after 
the Parrish menage. 

“ All my love to everybody, 

^ “ From your cookie, 

“ Monty. 


“ PS. — Please send my trousers and any thick sweaters you 
can find. It doesn’t seem to matter what I wear, and it’s so 
cold. I wish I hadn’t bothered to bring my uniform. 


c 
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“ Yew Tree Grove, 

“ Yew Green, 

“ Wallingford. 

“ Friday. 


“ DXrling, 

“ Still here and still the most popular, seem to be the 
Most Popular girl in the School. Their last cook apparently 
was half drunkard and half-witted, and the one before that had 
religious melancholia and cried all the time. Major Hampden 
says he thinks that was why her gravy was always so watery — 
ha, ha. So, as I have most of my faculties, I am quite a change, 
and they don’t seem to mind even when I do make a mess of 
things. After all, how was I to know how to make suet pudding ? 
I’ve always tried to forget that such things existed. Jane was sick 
in the hall after eating it, and I had to clear it up. 

'* 1 am supposed to keep the boiler stoked up — the old gar- 
dener lights it — but of course I forgot yesterday and it went out, 
so nobody could have a bath. I expected to be ticked off, but 
no. Mrs. Hampden just said : 

“ ‘ Oh, well, it's the sort of thing anyone might do,* and her 
husband giggled and said : ‘ Well, no one must mind if I stay 
dirty then.’ I’ve quite changed my mind about humanity — the 
so-called sen'ant problem wouldn’t exist if everyone was as nice 
as these people. Mrs. Johns, the woman who comes in the 
morning to ‘ do,’ is a perfect scream. She comes from Devon- 
shire, and something in her inside has slipped, I don’t know what, 
or where to, but the doctors say it’s a very interesting case. Her 
husband has Anxmia and has to sit in the kitchen with his feet 
up. Why? youask. I'll tell you. 1 had it all this morning over 
our elevenses. A year ago, Mr. Johns was : ‘ real nasty with 
this Anaemia ; wastin’ ’e was, Lovey, and “ Nellie,” ’e says, 
“ I'rn goin' to get to me bed and stay there.” ” Not if I knows it,” 
I says, ” if you go up they stairs, you woan't come down again, 
till you come feet first.” ’ 1 didn't know what that meant, but 
apparently it’s the way you arrive at your own funeral ! All 
among the sherry and seed cake. So Mrs. Johns had a mar- 
vellous idea. She remembered something that her sister-in-law’s 
cousin had once told her at a whist drive as an infallible cure for 
Anaemia. You with your feet higher than your head, so that 
all your Mo- a rushes to your head and keeps you going. It 
doesn .oem to matter if your feet wither and drop off — Mr. 
Job, .5. haven't, anyway', and he's been like that for six months. 

• lib wife says to him : ‘ If you bring down they feet, Lovey, 
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you woan’t last till Spring.’ It seems a depressing sort of 
existence for him. 

“ I have stuffed the broken bit of my window up with paper, 
but it’s terribly cold getting up at crack of dawn. I just leap 
into about six jerseys and an overall and rush down to the 
kitchen, which is a bit warmer. This morning I overslept and 
there was a fearful panic to get the children up and the breakfast 
cooked in time for them to bus to school. I dressed them in the 
kitchen so that I could do everything at the same time, but the 
water for' the poached eggs simply wouldn’t boil, and Peter 
started to scream because he ihou^t his favourite mistress would 
give him a bad mark if he was late. Really, it is a bit of a strain 
coping with it all before breakfast, children ought not to be so 
lively at such uncivilised times of day. Breakfast is fearfully 
hearty — you wouldn’t know me — I have to sing ‘ The Teddy 
Bear’s Picnic * and have my hair pulled, answer riddles, and wipe 
egg off chins, while still feeling half asleep and rather sick. 

“ You might write. You haven’t answered my question about 
Mrs. Hampden and her summer-house. She is so nice but she 
looks awfully sad, and sometimes cries, I think. 

“ Love and kisses from 

^ “ Monty.” 


” Yew Green Grove, 

“ Yew Green, 

” Wallingford. 

” Monday, 


” Darling, 

” How absolutely ghastly. I wonder if you’re right. 

” Love, 

” M.” 


4 “ Yew Green Grove, 

” Yew Green, 

” Wallingford, 

” Wednesday'* 

“ Darling Mummy, 

” Major Hampden had to go out to dinner to-night, so 
Mrs. H. and I took down our back hair over our cocoa, and 
told each other our life history. You were right about her — it’s 
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awful. She said, quite jokingly : * The ridiculous’ doctors have 
given me six months, isn’t it absurd ? ’ No wonder she cries. 

“ To-day the children’s Uncle Conrad came to tea with their 
grandmother. She is quite a nice old lady in a black sort of 
way, except that she would call me Miss Dixon, but I’m afraid 
Uncle Conrad is not at all normal. Mrs. Johns had told me 
beforehand that he was ‘ not quite the thing,’ so I was not unduly 
surprised when he broke into a thin scream on being told to 
eat up his chocolate biscuit. The children love him, and see 
nothing peculiar ; it was a sweet sight to see Jane and him 
playing on the floor with dolls. 

“ I have had to discover how to make all sorts of revolting 
things, like Sago, Spotted Dick, Blancmange and Prune Mould, 
but I suppose it’s all part of one’s education. 

“ No more now, as I must go and wash some wee woolly 
garments. I mended Major Hampden’s cardigan one day, but 
I don't think he really liked it ; he is very conservative and 
missed the old cerated feeling. I have hardly been out of the 
house yet, except to the pillar box — so much for my ideas of 
rustic rambles. 

“ Love to all, 

“ Monty.” 


” Yew Green Grove, 

” Etc. 

” Monday. 

” Darling, 

“ Sorry I haven’t written for such ages, but I’ve been 
most fearfully busy, as Mrs. Johns has got ’flu — I have to do all 
the housework alone — not that there’s much dirt in the country 
compared to London. She arrived the other day with a streaming 
cold, and went about the house saying : * Oh, dear, what it is 
to be a laaady.’ Whether she meant that she was one, or envied 
those who were, I don't know. I don’t know either how Mr. 
Johns will manage to nurse her and keep his feet up at the same 
lime. What a life these people have. 

Jane has been with me in the kitchen all day, as her mother is 
not so well. Her idea of help is to cut all the pictures out of 
Mrs. Beeton and put them into the saucepans. I didn’t know she 
had, until I found a highly-coloured Charlotte Russe in my soup 
to-night. It’s funny, but I hardly break anything here, where 
it wouldn t matter much if I did. Innumerable were the various 
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things that slipped through my nerveless fingers in the Parrish 
basement. Major H. says the church roof needs repair, and they 
must have a bazaar — not here, I hope. 

“ Lots of love, 

“ Monty.” 



” Yew Green Grove, 

” Etc., 

‘‘ Thursday. 

“ Darling, 

” I’ve been here over two weeks now, and it seems more 
like two days. I shall be awfully sorry to leave them all. To-day 
I said to Jane at lunch : ‘ Empty your mouth before you speak,* 
and believe it or not, she calmly spat everything out all over the 
table. Logical, I suppose, but messy. The vicar’s wife called 
this morning to discuss the bazaar and laughed at me. She is a 
very hearty woman with wild red hair. I suppose a pair of 
trousers worn with a cooking apron and bedroom slippers does 
look a little odd, but no odder than her hat. 

” I have told the children all about you, and they are very 
struck by the idea, and even mention you in their prayers : 

‘ Make Mrs. Dickens a good girl.’ Do you feel any better yet ? 

” Your loving, 

” Monty.” 





” Yew Green Grove, 

” Etc. 

” Tuesday. 

” Darling, 

“ Well, I shall be home to-morrow. The train gets in 
about six, I think. The Austrian Jewess who is replacing me 
has arrived, and is very pleasant, so they are fixed up all right. 

” The church bazaar is off, as my poor old Major Hampden 
can’t think of anything at the moment but his wife. Mummy, I 
can’t write about the awful things that may happen to this dear 
little family — I’ll tell you everything to-morrow. 

“ Till then— 

“ Your loving, 

” Monty.” 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

I CAME HOME FROM THE tour in Alsace more than ever convmced 
that I knew less than nothing about cooking, but after visiting 
the kitchens of almost every inn and hotel, I was fired with an 
enthusiasm to try out some of the marvellous things we had 
tasted over there. 1 determined to look for a job before the usual 
flat after-holiday feeling descended upon me. 

I was rather put off going to the agency, because while I was 
away they had sprung a horrid shock on me. 

They had never asked me for more than the initial shilling 
that I had paid to be enrolled on their books, and I, with an 
imbecile simplicity had imagined that it was the employers only 
who paid a fee when they engaged a servant, and had never 
thought of enquiring what they were going to charge me. Judge, 
therefore, of my horror when a bill followed me out to Alsace, 
saying : “ To suiting Miss Dickens, on such and such dates,” 
or words to that effect. The total came to over £2 and I was * 
furious. I reckoned up that in my various positions, I had earned 
about £20, and here they were asking for more than 10 per cent, 
of it, as well as taking goodness knows how much from my 
employers. They could take millions from Martin if they liked, 
but I grudged them anything out of the earnings of my sweated 
labour. I went about for a bit muttering, “ Dual commission, 
it’s illegal,” but 1 had to pay it. Anyway, they had been very 
nice to me and got me jobs for which I really was not qualified. 

I decided that this time I would chance my luck with an ad- 
vertisement, so after much thought I concocted something very 
conceited and sent it to a ” situations wanted ” column where it 
looked most imposing : 

” Working cook-housekeeper seeks daily post, capable, honest, 
and refined — excellent English and French cooking. Write 
Box ” * 

I got several answers almost at once, but nearly all of them 
only went to illustrate the fact that some people never read 
anything properly, or if they do, they ignore what they see. 
Some wanted a living-in-maid, and a dear old lady wanted me 
as a sort of nurse-companion — heating up her milk at night was 
all the cooking I should get there probably — but the third 
was quite hopeful. 
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“ In reply to your advertisement in the Daily ” (it ran) 

“ I am looking for a temporary cook-general to do the cooking 
and housework of a very small house. There are just two of us, 
and it would only be for about a month, as I have engaged some- 
body else who is not able to come to me till then— if you are not 
yet suited, please call at the above address any morning before 
eleven o’clock. 

“ Yours truly, 

“ (Mrs.) Barbara Randall. 

I liked the idea of another temporary job — it doesn’t give 
time for the novelty to wear off, and for one to get sick of it, so I 
fished out the dowdy hat, which was looking even more battered 
after quite a long sojourn in an ottoman. I arrived at the address 
in South Kensington to find a builder’s board hanging on the 
area railings, and a sound of hammering in the air. I looked 
again at the address on the letter, because it didn’t look the sort 
of house that anyone was living in, but this was it all right, so I 
knocked, as there was only a hole where the bell ought to be. 
The door was opened by a very pretty and quite young girl, in 
an overall with her hair tied up in a handkerchief. 

“ Mrs. Randall ? ” I said, astutely observing the wedding 
ring on her left hand. 

“ Yes — that’s me.” 

“ I’ve come about the post as cook-general.” 

” Oh, are you the advertisement in the Daily , I mean, the 

one who put it in ? Do come in. I’m afraid the place is in an 
awful mess, the men promised to have finished yesterday, but 
of course they’re not nearly done, goodness knows when they’ll 
be out of the place.” She led the way, prattling gaily, to what 
I presumed was going to be the dining-room in the fullness of 
time, as there was a round mahogany table in the middle of the 
room. The rest of the space was cluttered up with toppling 
piles of books — vases, lamps, and even a dirty clothes basket. 
Sweeping one or two volumes of the Encyclopedia from a chair 
to the floor, she told me to sit down, and hunt^ about among the 
confusion on the table for a cigarette for herself. When she had 
lit up, she leant against the mantelpiece and giggled. 

” I’ve never engaged a maid before, you know,” she said with 
endearing candour, ” so I don’t know all the things to say. I 
do so badly want to move in as soon as we’ve got things just a 
tiny bit straight. The workmen are only in the basement — 
they’re doing something mysterious to the foundations, and 
building a maid’s bedroom — that’s why I can’t have anyone to 
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sleep in yet, you see. I*m sure you’ll do marvellously, if you 
don’t mind a bit of a muddle.” 

This was swift work, and my professional instincts told me 
that it was all wrong that I should have been engaged without 
having a chance to tell her how marvellous I was — Mrs. Hamp den 
had given me a reference, saying I was willing, obliging, and a 
good worker, which sounded more like a cart horse than a cook, 
but I produced it now and handed it to Mrs. Randall. She 
barely glanced at it, as she seemed to have made up her mind. 
I believe she would have engaged anybody, one-legged, armless 
or deaf and dumb, provided they’d been the first to apply for the 
job. She was so pleased at the idea of getting someone, and 
being able to settle down in her little love-nest — she was obviously 
very newly-married, and I thought she was sweet, and would be 
delightful to work for. She was small, with curly brown hair 
and huge wide-open eyes that looked at you innocently out of 
her pretty round face. She didn’t look more than twenty, but 
1 thought it preferable to be bossed by someone younger than 
myself, rather than by an old trout in a flowered kimono. 

After showing me the rest of the house, which consisted only 
of a drawing-room and dining-room on the ground floor, a 
double bedroom and spare room upstairs, and a bathroom half- 
way, we descended to the kitchen, stepping over planks and heaps 
of cement on the way — the kitchen, however, was more or less 
ready for use, as far as one could see from the litter of shavings, 
crockery, and pots and pans that was strewn about. 

It was done up quite pleasantly in blue and white, with check 
curtains, there was a clean-looking new sink and gas stove, 
but, oh, horrors ! What was this ? The old-fashioned range 
had evidently been removed, and in its place under the mantel- 
piece, charged with sinister menace, stood — a boiler. Mrs. 
Randall followed my gaze, which was riveted on it in awful 
fascination, and said cheerfully : 

‘‘ You won’t mind lighting the boiler in the mornings will you ? 
Actually — I believe it's quite a simple one. My husband will 
be able to explain all about it to you, anyway.” 

I thought it would have to be a pretty intensive explanation to 
make me understand it. It has always been my contention that 
no woman ought to have to look after a boiler. They’re simply 
not made that way — it’s like overarm bowling. 

However, it would be their lookout if the bath-water wasn’t 
hot f'mough my getting confused with dampers, drawers, and 
wh/iC not. 

YVe arranged that I was to come quite early the next day and 


o N E P A i U o F H A N D S 73 

between us we would try to get the house straightened up so 
that they could sleep there that night. 

Oh, said Mrs. Randall suddenly, as I was just going out 
Wo^ld settled anything about wages. 

Well, er, hni ” I was going to say that it was less than 
my usual wage, but it occurred to me that they were probably 
very hard up and had only just been able to afl'ord to marry 
Everyone likes to help young love along, so I said : “ Yes 
thank you, that s Quite all right. ’ She looked relieved, and I 
left her, thinking that the small pay would anyway give me an 
excuse for being even less thorough than usual. I arri\ed before 
her the next day, but the workmen had got the back door open— 
so I went in that way, and was nearly brained by a small plank 
that came hurtling from the roof into the area. I looked up, 
furious, and a face with a walrus moustache looked over the 
parapet and said : “ Wotcha. Blondie ! ” I flounced into the 
house to be treated to a few desultory tooth-suckings as 1 passed 
the future servants’ bedroom — where four or five men were 
sitting on the floor drinking tea out of enamel mugs. 

“ Never speak to strange men,” is evidently not a maxim 
that applies below stairs, for they were \’ery offended when I 
ignored them, and yelled out ; ” Can’t yer say ‘ Good 

morning ’ ? ” So I had to yell back from the kitchen ; ” Good 
morning ! ” to which they replied ; ” Oi-oi ” on various notes 
like a male chorus. However, this wasn’t the so I 

vouchsafed no more, and, putting on an overall, attacked the 
kitchen with morning zest. After I had put all the rubbish 
into the dustbin, and arranged the plates and dishes on the 
dresser, it began to look more presentable. All the crockery w as 
dirty, of course, and would have to be washed, but as I couldn’t 
find any soap flakes or powder, I left it for the time being. I 
decided to hang up some saucepans. Most of the workmen 
seemed to have disappeared by now. They had either gone on 
the roof or on strike, but there was a sad, pale youth of about 
sixteen sitting in the area, chipping stones, so I bearded him and 
I said : ‘‘ Could you oblige me with a hammer and some nails ? ” 

” Yes, miss,” he said, getting up and hunting round in a vague 
way till he found what I wanted. He handed them to me with 
an ‘‘ ’Ere y’are,” and returned sadly to his stones. 

1 had great fun knocking in nails at every possible point— 

I love to see saucepans and ladles and things hanging round a 
kitchen, it gives it a cosy olde worlde look, and Mrs. Randall 
had lovely new matching sets of everything, which it would have 
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been a pity to hide. The noise of my hammering drowned her 
arrival, and she entered with a shriek as she saw me miss the 
last nail and hit my thumb. I hopped round the room in agony 
for a bit, and she trotted after in a distressed way, begging to 
be allowed to have a look. When I eventually uncovered the 
injury, there was nothing to see at all, which is often the case, 
but is always disappointing, so we went upstairs, after she had 
admired my efforts in the kitchen. A van had deposited several 
more things in the hall since yesterday. They seemed to have 
had a lot of wedding presents. 

I spent the rest of the morning carrying endless loads of books 
and knick-knacks up to the drawing-room where she arranged 
them, prattling all the time. Even when I went out of the 
room, she raised her voice to follow me downstairs, but neverthe- 
less I missed some of her remarks, and she would say: “ Do you 
think so? ’* as I arrived back, hidden under a pile of books on a 
sofa cushion. 

“ Yes, madam,” I panted, if that didn’t seem to be the right 
answer, “ I mean, no, madam.” 

Eventually, we couldn't get anything more into the drawing- 
room, which was already beginning to look rather early Victorian, 
so we stacked a lot of things in the spare room. 

‘‘ It’s rather a pity,” said Mrs. Randall, ” because I shan’t be 
able to have my mother to stay till 1 get rid of some of this 
rubbish. Really, why do some people have such ghastly taste ? 
Look at this vase, just like a dustbin ! ” 

I thought there was an excuse for it, if it was going to help in 
preventing a mother-in-law from staying with a newly-married 
couple, but refrained from comment and descended for a fresh 
load. 

At lunch-time, she sent me out to buy some sausages, which I 
cooked, and we both ate them at the kitchen table, washed down 
with huge cups of coffee and more chatter. 

I asked her if she was going to arrange with any of the trades- 
men to call for orders. 

” Oh, goodness,” she said, ” yes, I suppose I ought. There 
seem to be quite a lot of grocers and things round here. Mother 
says it’s a good thing to change your tradesmen quite often, as 
tl'. . re more likely to try and please you if you’re a new customer, 
by.'. J shan’t tell the first lot that, of course.” 

She went upstairs proudly, to get her coat, and I started in on 
the crockery washing, as I had bought some soap flakes when I 
got the sausages. She came down in her trousseau fur coat. 
” I say, are you washing all the plates and things ? That’s 
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marveihus. I wonder if you could possibly give us dinner here 
to-night ? Just a chop or something ? Could you really— oh. 
that 11 be lovely what shall I get ? ” I gave her a list of things • 
and she trotted out, saying : ‘ Now don’t go and do too much 
and get tired on your first day.” 

What a change from the Parrishes ! I prayed that she might 
^ never get like that, but a few years of coping with rather frightful 

myself might easily sour that sweet good-nature 
Who knows, perhaps even Miss Parrish had been a sunny soul at 
that age, and had treated her cooks as if they were human but 
somehow, I couldn’t imagine it. At tea-time the Walrus Mous- 
tache came tramping in a very dirty pair of boots into the kitchen 
which I had just swept. 

“ Be a love and put the kettle on, so’s we can have our tea ” 
When It was boiling I yelled out to them, and was answered by the 
usual chorus of” Oi-oi,” and Walrus came along with a grubby- 
looking billy-can. I pointedly spread sheets of newspaper on 
the floor between him and the stove, and he advanced over them 
like Queen ElizabetJi, saying : ” Pardon me. Duchess.” I 

wanted to laugh at him, because he really was very funny, but I 
didn’t dare let him see I thought so. I controlled myself while he 
^ poured water on to the black tea leaves in the can, and stirred 
the whole lot round with a screwdriver — which he carried in his 
breast-pocket in place of a fountain pen. He picked his way 
delicately back over the newspaper crying : ” Dinnah is served !** 
turning at the door to give me a very familiar wink. He seemed 
to be ^e lading light of the party next door, because I could 
hear his voice leading the conversation, interrupted occasionally 
by the sucking noise of tea being drawn through his moustache. 
The others expressed themselves chiefly in guffaws. 

They packed up soon after this, having evidently come to the 
conclusion that they had drunk enough tea for one day. The idea 
of knocking off seemed rather to go to their heads and I heard a 
lot of ragging and shuflfling in the passage, and eventually a very 
fat man was propelled violently into the kitchen and landed on his 
back on the floor. 

' ” He’s just come to say good night. Miss,” said a grinning face 

appearing in the doorway. I was beginning to understand how 
school teachers feel when their pupils perseedte them, but I 
said ” Good night ” quite politely to the figure on the floor, who. 
however, thought the whole thing so screamingly funny that he 
could do nothing but giggle. He scrambled to his feet with a 
large red hand over his mouth and tottered out, shaking like a 
jelly. 
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I was thankful when the last hobnail boot clattered away up 
the area steps and I was left in peace. I had been thinking how 
lovely it was that there were no electric bells in the house yet, but 
I wasn’t sure that the workmen were not even more unnerving. 

I was looking forward to seeing the second half of the Randalls, 
and I knew he was due to arrive soon, when I went up to light 
the drawing-room fire and found her in a different dress with her 
hair and face carefully done. ‘ 

When he arrived she took him all over the house to admire her 
handiwork, and brought him down to the kitchen to be intro- 
duced to me. He was rather embarrassed, as most men are 
when they have to talk to a domestic about anything that 
doesn’t concern household matters, but managed a shy “ How 
d'you do ? ” and a handshake. He was tall, with a good- 
looking if not intelligent face, and together they really looked 
the sort of couple that makes old family nurses say : “ Don’t 
they make a lovely pair ? ” 

They seemed blissfully happy and enraptured with everything, 
even the rather dull dinner I gave them, and when I went up to 
say good night they were sitting hand in hand on the drawing- 
room sofa — a charming picture. 

“ Oh, but my husband must explain about the boiler to you J 
before you go,” said Mrs. Randall, jumping up and pulling him 
towards the door. ” You see,” she said as we all went down 
to the kitchen, ” it’s very important for the water to be hot by 
half-past eight for his bath, otherwise it makes him late for 
work.” 

He seemed to know a lot about the boiler in theory, anyway, 
and I listened to all the talk about opening dampers, and when to 
make it draw, and when not to, but I didn't take it all in — it 
seemed so complicated. Surely in these enlightened and lazy 
days they could be made a bit more foolproof. Though not at 
all reassured myself, I assured them that 1 understood perfectly 
and left them, praying that all might go smoothly in the morning. 

My misgivings were more than justified the next day, when the 
boiler gave me a taste of the vice in its soul. I made a great 
eft bn and, ge ‘ ing up early, arrived at the South Kensington house i 
by half-past seven. Much to my relief, the chain gang had not 
yet arrived, so I took the front off the boiler and carefully filled it 
with paper and wood. It blazed up beautifully, and 1 thought I 
would let it burn for a bit before I put on any coke, so I went 
upstairs to dust the dining-room. When 1 got back to the kit- 
chen the boiler stared coldly at me and the ashes of the wood and 
paper Ijiy dead inside. 
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I started grimly all over again, and added some coke on top 
before going up to sweep the carpet. I onl^' stayed away a few 
minutes this time, but even more depressing results awaited me. 
Nothing had burnt except the paper, and the carefully stacked 
wood and coke had just collapsed, and most of it had fallen out 
on to the floor as, of course, I had forgotten to put the front 
on. 

The kitchen clock told me it was getting quite late, and as I 
was on my knees, feverishly making another effort at laying the 
boiler, I was startled by shouts of “ Good morning ! ” from the 
doorway. I was much too rattled to answer, so I just waved 
them away without turning round. 

“ Hoity-toity ! ” said a voice which sounded like the Walrus 
Moustache’s, and though'lie said no more I could feel from the 
way my spine prickled that he stayed in the doorway watching 
me pityingly. Eventually he departed roofwards with a snort 
and never saw the blaze-up that suddenly happened for no 
reason at all and nearly took off my eyebrows. This time I 
stayed by the boiler, and fed it, like an invalid, with one lump of 
coke at a time, only leaving it for a minute to take up the early 
' morning tea. I was absorbed for quite a long time, dropping 
^ bits in through the top, and was trying to persuade myself that it 
was only my imagination that made the small red glow inside 
seem to be getting even less, when my employer came rushing 
into the kitchen in his dressing-gown with a blue unshaven chin. 

“ I say, what’s happened ? The water's stone cold.” 

” I’m terribly sorry, sir, I’ve had such trouble with this thing.” 

” Oh, Lord, let me look. Here, surely you ought to have this 

ttle door open, not this one. Look — I haven’t got time now — 
ril skip my bath this morning. You might heat me some shaving 
water.” I put the kettle on and abandoned the boiler, which in 
any case had now definitely given up the ghost, as it was time to 
start cooking the breakfast. 

When I took up the eggs and bacon they had started on their 
grapefruit and coffee, and she was reading him extracts from her 
. letters while he was trying to get a hasty glance through The 
^ Times. 

” Mother wants to come to dinner to-night, darling. I’m 
longing for her to see the house now we’re actually in it.” 

A mumble came from behind the paper : ” Oh, Lord, what a 
day, everything at once. First the boiler, and then your mother 


“ What did you say, Peter ? ” 

” Oh, nothing, darling, nothing, nothing, nothing. I say — 
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poor old Cummins is dead ! Stroke on the golf course — who’d 
have thought it ! ” 

I went out of the room, leaving her still brooding a little. As 
she kissed him good-bye in the hall I heard her say : “ Darling, 
you do want to have mother to dinner, don’t you ? ” 

“ Of course, my sweet, if you want hex. Good-bye, darling — 
take care of yourself,” he called as he rushed off in a great hurry. 
I wondered what his work was that made him behave like a little 
boy who is afraid of getting a bad mark if he's late for school. 

When Mrs. Randall had ordered the meals, which consisted 

chiefly of her sucking a pencil and saying, “ Um ” and me 

sucking my teeth and saying nothing, she said : 

” Jt was a pity about the boiler. I wonder if you could light it 
now — why don’t you get one of the workmen to help you ? 
They’re sure to know all about it.” 

This had already occurred to me and, though I didn’t much like 
the idea, 1 saw that I should have to resort to it in the end. 

^ The boiler had got to be lit some time, so I screwed up my 
courage and when the Walrus came padding in to make the first 
of those frequent brews of tea I said : 

“ Could you possibly help me to light this boiler ? I’ve tried 
and tried but it’s no good and I must get it lit.” 

I sat down, as he was not very tall, and I wanted to be able to 
throw him an appealing upward glance. He regarded me with 
the confident mockery of a man who has women in his power and 
tosses them aside like broken dolls. 

“ 1 will ask the Second footman to attend to it, your ladyship,” 
he said, and minced oft' over the newspaper. A few moments 
later the pale youth popped his head round the door and said : 

Fred says I’ve to light yer biler.” I welcomed him with 
open arms, and he took the lid off the thing and peered gloomily 
inside. 

“ Cor, what you bin at ? ” 

“ 1 know, isn’t »t awful ? Can you possibly get it to light, 
d'you think ? ’’ 

“ Gimme a knob or two of coal, Miss, and I'll soon get her 
going.” 

I rushed out the coal cellar and returned with my arms full, 
blacking rr.y face and clean overall in my excitement. He stacked 
the boiler u'> methodically with paper and wood, and twiddled a 
few knobs. \nd \\ hcn it was filled with a magical crackling he put 
on the coal. 

” Must have a touch of coal to start it off like,” he said, ” then 
you can put on the coke when she's glowing, see ? ” I got him 
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to show me what to do with the wretched little doors, once it was 
going properly, and thanked him warmly. He had missed his 
tea through it, so I offered him a cup in the kitchen which he 
accepted. “ Got a norrible pain,” he confided to me as he sat 
down, holding his pale face in his hands, ‘‘ it’s me teeth. Spent 
ten pounds on ’em last year, but they don’t seem to fit yet. Ma 
says they always play you up for the first five years. Ten pounds 
I spent, and they’re lovely, too ; I think they look ever so nice.” 
He bared them at me in a false and gleaming grin. I thought it 
terrible that he should have false teeth at his age ; but it seemed 
more a matter for pride than regret with him. “ Ah well,” he 
said at length, getting wearily up, ‘‘ this won’t buy the baby new 
clothes.” He gave the fire a last poke, and shutting everything 
down on the cheering glow inside, shuffled back to his stone 
chipping. 

Mrs. Randall went out quite early, saying she would not be 
back till after tea, so I prepared to do a little intensive cleaning. 
Carpenters and packers had left their traces of dust and shavings 
all over the house, and I thought that I had better do something 
before the eye of Mrs. Randall’s mother, which I suspected 
would be a carping one, descended on it. I attended to all the 
^ more obvious things, such as the stairs and linoleum in the hall, 
and after sweating much and grief to the knees I got the place to 
look fairly presentable. I was in the bedroom making the bed 
when I heard a sound that made my blood run cold — it was the 
tramp of boots descending the stairs, and, before I could stop 
him, Fred had galloped along the hall and out of the front door. 

I was sure he had done it on purpose. 

There was a heap of rubble on the top landing where he had 
descended throu^ the trap-door from the roof. A dirty foot- 
mark adorned every stair, and my beautifully polished linoleum 
/ was a tragedy. 

I was furious and told him so the next time I saw him, but that 
man had no shame, he just giggled and said : ‘‘ Aw, come off it, 
Chloe.” He insisted on calling me that — it seemed to be his 
idea of a stuck-up name. I was washing some saucepans at the 
time and, still assured of his irresistible charm, he offered to help 
me, a suggestion which I didn’t think even worthy of an answer. 
Lunch-time came with its usual tea-brewing nuisance, and I 
thought I might try to snatch a little peace to eat an egg or two 
and read my morning paper, the dear little Servant’s Delight. 
Fred, however had other ideas — the kitchen window looked out 
on to a tiny strip of garden at the back of the house, and this was 
where he had taken up his stand, with the walrus moustache 
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spread out against the window-pane. I moved my chair to the 
other side of the table so that my back was towards him, but it was 
impossible to ignore the melancholy strains of “ You're a sweet’- 
eart hi/ there ever was one, it’s yew,” which banished all hope of 
peace and quiet. 

After lunch, I started to prepare one or two things for dinner. 
Fred had given up on ” You’re a sweetheart ” and was working 
in the next room to the accompaniment of” Ain’t she sweet ? ” ; 
but I was getting used to it, so it didn’t bother me so much. 

I was feeling quite pleased with life in general, and had made a 
mayonnaise without curdling it, but a bitter blow was in store for 
me. I went to the sink to rinse something out and ice-cold water 
came out of the hot tap. There sat the boiler grinning smugly 
with the bars of its front door, and saying : ” I told you so.” I 
gave it a sharp clout with a rolling-pin, but it wasn’t really its 
fault for going out when I had forgotten to make it up all day. 
I went to look for the young boy but he was nowhere to be 
found. 

” Gone home wiv toothache,” said Fred with great satisfac- 
tion. “ Something I can do for you, Chloe ? ” 

Well, all right, blast you,” I said. I felt it was rather a 
climb down, and I had to stay in the kitchen while he relaid and 

in case his distorted sense of humour let him astray. 
You got a boy, Chloe ? ” he said when he had finished, get- 
ting up from his knees and dusting his hands. ” Yes, thank you.” 

I replied. ” He's a heavyweight boxer.” 

O.K., dearie, you win,” replied Fred, retreating with a wave 
ofhishand. I recollected my manners and called out : “Thanks 

awfully for lighting the boiler ! ” 

Think nothing of it, Chloe.” J thought I had heard the last 
of him for that day as it was time for them to knock oflf, but while 
I was rolling out some pastry I realised that a little scene was 
being staged outside the kitchen door for my benefit. 

Je-ames,” I heard in accents of falsetto refinement, ” would 
you maynd brushing off my coat ? Hit's a trayfle creased. Her 
Ladyship is sure to pass a remark about it.” 

Ho, ccr*'‘.*o,y, may lord. What a beautiful fit, if ay may 
say so ! ” » .7 / 

They peej-i d round the door before they left to see the effect 
on me. 1 pretended not to have noticed anything, and rolled 
away like mad, ruining the pastry, as it turned out afterwards, by 
pressing heavily on it in my efforts to keep from laughing. 

I wished I didn't have to be haughty with them, but I saw no 
other way of coping with their peculiar brand of teasing. T 
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^really felt quite shy of them ; they were quite a dilTercnt proposi- 
tion from some of the tradesmen with whom I had made friends. 

Mrs. Greene, ray mistress’s mother, arrived very early, 
considering she was only supposed to be coming to dinner, before 
either of the young couple had returned. She was a small stout 
widow of about fifty, ambitiously but unsuccessfully dressed in a 
black satin suit, whose short skirt displayed a great deal of 
Ml plump leg in shiny orange stockings. A too frisky hat was 
perched at the wrong angle over her busy little black eyes, which 
swept over me as I let her in, darted all round the hall, and finally 
returned to me. 

“ Yes, yes,” she said, tottering into the hall in her tight court 
shoes. “ You’re Monica, I expect, that’s right. I’ve heard all 
about you.” I wondered how she knew so much already, but I 
soon discovered that she made it her business in life to know all 
about everything. She roamed all over the house, peering every- 
where in the most inquisitive way, giving vent to an occasional 
“ Dear, dear ! or ” Well, I don’t know,” as she trotted briskly 
from room to room. When I was laying the table in the dining- 
room I could hear her rummaging about, opening drawers and 
cupboards in the bedroom next door. Mrs. Randall arrived at 
this point and they greeted each other fondly. Mrs. Greene 
said : ” I think the house looks sweet, darling. There are just 
one or two suggestions — but that can wait. I think you ought to 
try to get Peter to be more careful of his clothes. This suit will 
have to go to the cleaners ; lo6k here, there’s a terrible stain on 
the coat, and the trousers want pressing.” 

” Yes, mother. Would you like to come upstairs and have 
some sherry ? I’ll ring for Monica to bring some up.” 

‘‘ Don’t ring, dear, she’s just in the dining-room, I think. I’ll 
ask her. You look tired, my darling. I hope you haven’t been 
doing too much. Come and put your feet up on the sofa, I’ll 
make you comfy.” 

” No, really, mother, I ” 

“ Come along, dear. Goodness, you get thinner every day. 

I hope you’re eating properly.” 

I When I took up the sherry Mrs. Randall was reclining obed- 
iently on the sofa, while her mother pottered about the room, 
moving ash-trays and ornaments. She seemed to devitalise her 
daughter and sap her of her usual bubbling personality. But the 
effect on her son-in-law was even more noticeable. He started 
• offdinner making a great effort at a rather hearty politeness, rub- 
bing his hands and laughing at nothing. Mrs. Greene’s incessant 
flow of remarks soon wore him down, however, and he sank into 
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a depressed and glum silence. After dinner Mrs. Greene actually 
had the sauce to come down to the kitchen to see what sort of a 
hash I was making of things. She arrived just as I was going to 
have some food, which infuriated me. She was one of those 
women who don t realise that servants do anything so human or 
normal as eating, and my supper stood congealing on the table 
while she talked to me and poked around in the cupboard. 

My daughter doesn't know much about housekeeping yet, 
you know. I've taught her a lot, of course. I’ve run a bouse 
now for thirty years with no fuss. Do a lot of the cooking myself, 
too. My daughter always says I give her better food than any- 
body. I murmured false sounds of approbation, but could not 
bring myself to answer when she said : “ I’m surprised to see you 
using self-raising flour ; it’s so much better, you know, to use the 
plain and add baking powder. Still, you’re young. You’ve 
plenty of time to learn.” Taking my silence for agreement, she 
left me, to my intense relief, and went away to see what other 
improvements she could make in the world upstairs. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 

The next morning was catastrophic. I made no attempt to 
light the boiler when I got there, thinking that I would get False 
Teeth to do it when he came. The rest of the workmen arrived, 
and I waited and waited for him, until finally it was getting so late 
that I had to accost Fred. 

“ Bert ain't coming ’smorning,” he said. “ What a disap- 
pointment, eh, Chloe ? ” 

you light it,” I said decisively, and remembering the heavy- 
weight boxer, he did. It was too late though, and I was treated 

Randall in his dressing-gown, saying 
that the water was an improvement on yesterday, but how the 
hell was he to have a bath and shave in tepid water ? I quailed ; 
he was really angry, probably still the aftermath of the evening 
before, and he sat down to breakfast, ready to fly off the handle 
at a moment's notice. His poor tactless little wife remarked 
brightly from iK-hind the coffee-pot : 

Mother says your brown suit ought to go to the cleaners, 
darling ” 

Does she, indeed ? ’ He lowered T/ie Times and glared at 
her. ‘ And what the hell business is it of hers, anyxvay ? If 
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that old witch puts her nose into our affairs any more— I’ll kick 
her out of the front door.” 

Peter ! Mrs. Randall clutched the arms of her chair, 

aghast. Darlmg, how can you talk like that about mother ? 

I thought you liked her — you were all over her before we were 
married. 

She was all over me before she found out I hadn’t any 
money.** ^ 

“ What a beastly thing to say— after all the trouble she takes, 
the^ things she s done for us. She was on the verge of tears. 

Well, it s her or me. I warn you, Ba, if she comes messing 

around here much more — I shall walk out, and you can go back 

and live with her — you’re always telling me how marvellous it 
was ! ” 

You beast ! I shall, I shall,” she sobbed as he strode out of 
the room, nearly knocking me down, clapped on his hat, and 
banged out of the door. I had, of course, been listening in the 
hall, I wasn’t going to miss a good row for anything, though it did 
distress me to hear two people who really loved each other saying 
things they didn’t mean in the heat of the moment. 

I thought I’d better look in and see if she was all right, and she 
^ looked so pathetic, weeping brokenly, that I forgot I was only the 
cook and took her in my arms to try and comfort her ; she was 
much younger than me, anyway. It seemed to be my fate to have 
people crying all over me. I wondered who it would be next, 
probably the Walrus. I felt it wasn't exactly what I had been 
engaged for. ” It’s not my work,” I said to myself, patting and 
making soothing noises automatically. Eventually she came to, 
and, hiccupping madly, told me All ” I haven’t told him yet, 
you see,” she said, ‘‘ and now I don’t see how I can.” 

“ Well, you are a silly ass,” I said, forgetting my place com- 
pletely. ” Why on earth didn’t you say anything before ? You 
tell him the minute he comes home, whatever you do. You’ll be 
able to have your mother here every day, or anything else you 
like.” 

She cheered up and became more normal, and I remembered 
> that she was my mistress, and apologising for my loss of respect, 

I withdrew. 

She evidently took my advice for, after this, there were no 
more tows for a bit, and Mr. Randall cherished his wife with an 
even greater affection than before. She, on her side, continued 
to only have her mother about the place during the daytime. 

However, they were evidently both the sort of people to whom 
life without an occasional quarrel is a slightly dull and monoto- 
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nous thing. After three or four evenings of amicable and often 
amorous conversation at the dinner table she started to goad 
him, over the steak-and-kidney pie, about one- of his friends. 
They had been talkir.g about giving a housewarming dinner 
party, and were discussing whom to ask. He said : 

“ Well, v/e must have old Godfrey — lie's so amusing — make 
any party go.” 

“ Oh, darling, you know I can't bear him, he’s so common and 
— and uncouth.'' 

” Since when have you been so particular ? What about that 
shocking boy-friend you used to have ? Ronald — Donald — 
Harold, whatever his ghastly name was.” 

“ That was quite different. He was a gentleman, which is 
more than you can say for Godfrey. Anyway, I was very fond of 
Ronnie.” 

“ My dear Ba, you know you couldn't stand the sight of him. 
You only took me on in order to get away from him.” This was 
an cflTort to be conciliatory, but she wasn't having any. 

“ 1 wouldn’t have done that if I’d known what your friends 
were like. What you can sec in that conceited great ape I simply 
can't imagine.” 

” Shut up, Ba,” said her husband, now’ beginning to lose his 
temper. ” I put up with your mother, and you’re jolly well 
going to be agreeable to my friends.” 1 should have left the 
room long ago but, as usual, I was much too intrigued and 
remained, fiddling with things on the dresser as an excuse for 
staying, though they didn't really notice I was there. 

” Well, I'm going to have mother to the dinner party, anyway.” 

” My God, you're not ! No, darling, it's no good your throw- 
ing your ‘ condition ' in my face, because this time it makes no 
difference. That woman’ll bitch up the whole show.” 

” Don't call me ‘ Darling,’ it doesn’t ring true. You're the 
most sellish, inconsiderate, ungrateful beast of a husband I’ve 

ever met. I wish you — I W'ish I never ” Unable to control 

her tears any longer, she pushed back her chair and rushed 
into the bedroom with her napkin to her eyes. 

” Oh, Lord, these hysterical women,” said her husband, half 
to himself and half to my back view as I withdrew disapprovingly. 
We females must stick together, and whether 1 thought so or not I 
wanted to convey that he was in the wrong, not that they either 
of them noticed me when they w'cre heated up about something. 
It was a curious casual attitude they had towards me, and the 
world in general for that matter. They were perfectly friendly, 
so friendly in fact that they behaved w'ith an almost detached 
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lack of reticence, and certainly no feeling of sclf-consciousness. 
I suppose it’s a sign of these modern times, this breaking of every 
rule and pretence observed by our grandparents and their 
forbears in order to keep servants “ in their place.” 

This quarrel, of course, was made up as rapidly as it had started, 
and there were one or two others of the same calibre before there 
dawned the day of the Firs^ Dinner Party. 1 was amused to 
hear that both Godfrey and Mrs. Greene were to be among those 
present, so neither side had achieved anything by the arguments, 
except a waste of time, which they might have spent being happy 
together. 

One other married couple made up the rest of the party, which 
I did want to be a success for my mistress‘s sake, and also to show 
the Greene monstrosity that other people in the world besides her 
could arrange and cook a dinner. 

I took a lot of trouble over it, and spent a very busy day. 
Fred was even more annoying than usual and did his best to put 
me off by popping into the kitchen with such questions as, “ Do 
you know Monica ? Monica who ? ” and rolling round the 
room convulsed with laughter at the rather rude answer. 

I was going to give them a soujfle to start with, hoping to time 
it right, as I had done with my first one at Mrs. Faulkener’s. 
Mrs.^Greene arrived first, needless to say, and noticed that the 
umbrella stand had been moved from one side of the hall to the 
other. The other couple, a very pretty dark girl with a nonde- 
script husband, arrived soon after, and, when I announced them, 
I saw her watching them and taking in every detail. I hoped, for 
their sakes, that their clothes were new or fresh from the cleaners. 

I had put the soujfle into the oven when Mrs. Greene arrived, 
and I was beginning to get more and more nervous as the minutes 
passed and Godfrey had not come. It was nearly cooked and, if 
he didn’t come soon, would be completely spoiled. There 
came the moment when it had just risen to its full height with a 
billowing brown top and should have been served at once. I 
turned down the heat, but had to leave it there as there was still 
no sign of the wretched man, and I began to sympathise with 
^ Mrs. Randall in her dislike, when a cascade of knocks thundered 
on the front door and I rushed upstairs. Godfrey was a large 
panting man with protuberant eyes and teeth, and a distinct 
tendency to pinch servants’ behinds. I whisked mine quickly out 
of the way, and announced him and dinner at the same time. 

I opened the oven door with trepidation and saw that the 
soujfle was rather flat but still fairly presentable. By the time I 
had carried it upstairs, however, it was flatter than ever, and 
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looked what it was — a failure. I was very upset as I knew my 
mistress was very nervous and desperately wanted everything to 
go off well. She would not realise that the soujfle was spoiled 
through waiting and would think I had let her down. There was 
no hope of her mother not noticing its appearance, as*I had to 
hand it to her first. It was one of the most ghastly moments of 
my life. Everyone was watching as I produced my poor 
wizened offering, and I would have given a fortune to have been ' 
able to turn it upside down on the closely marcelled head of Mrs. 
Greene, whose gloating smile of superiority as she took the 
smallest possible helping was the last straw. Mrs. Randall 
looked like a child who lias been promised a treat and then 
disappointed ; she opened her eyes very wide at me in mute 
enquiry. Only Godfrey seemed to take the affair in his stride ; 
he took a large helping without looking at it and proceeded to 
tuck in, talking with his mouth full to the black-haired beauty on 
his right. He was ver>' taken with her, and from her expression 
of faint loathing and his of suggestive glee he seemed to be 
saying some pretty impossible things. Her husband was staring 
glumly across the table and paying hardly any attention to Mrs. 
Greene, who was apparently telling him her life history. My 
brain took in all this automatically, it was so used to spying on * 
other people’s affairs, but I was really too shaken by the catas- 
trophe of the first course to pay much attention to the party. I 
just got a general impression of ghastliness from Godfrey, which 
grew as the dinner progressed, and he became more frightful 
than ever. The only good thing about him was that he pre- 
vented Mrs. Greene from leading the general conversation. For 
some inexplicable reason the host found him extremely amusing 
and roared with laughter at his stories, encouraging him to still 
further futilities. It was not that his jokes were vulgar, perhaps 
^ere would have been more point to them if they had been, but 
it was a sort of tap-room humour, interlarded with cries of 
Ha-ha-ha ! What ? ” from Godfrey as he invited everybody to 
join in the fun. 

The rest of the food held its own fairly well, though it was not 
impressive enough to make up for the souffle. The fried potatoes ' 
had gone flabby, and I had forgotten to put any jam in the trifle, 
and little things like that, and I saw Mrs. Greene noting every 
slip. I felt embittered, and thought sourly that they wouldn’t 
have me long, anyway, but Mrs. Randall completely disarmed 
me by running down to the kitchen after the ladies withdrew 
and saying : 

“ It was a lovely dinner, Monica ! Thank you so much for 


ONE PAIR OF HANDS 87 

thought it was marvellous.” 

1 m afraid the souffie, madam- ’* 

“ Oh. that didn’t matter, it was perfectly all right, really 

of that ghastly Godfrey creature. Oh dear, I shouldn’t say that 
I suppose. Well, good night ! Go home as early as you can’ 

lb ^ quite fond of 

o.rt f ^ the quarrels, was 

quite sorry to leave them. 

The workmen finished at last, a few days before the new 
maid was due to come and occupy the bedroom they had con- 
structed for her. I had got so used to being baited that I was 
even quite sorry to see them go. There was a touching scene 
when they all filed into the kitchen, outwardly solemn but 
inwardly giggling at their own drollery, and I said good-bye to 
each. It was rather like Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 
Like Dopey, Fred came back for more after they had gone and 
lingered for a few words. 

Y’know, Chloe,” he said, shaking his head, “ you bin a great 
disappointment to me. Maids is my speciality — when the wife’s 
not around.” I was surprised ; I had somehow not imagined 
^ him as a married man. I apologised for my lack of response to 
his charms, and he patted me on the shoulder and went out 
' saying patronisingly : 

“ Ah, well, we can’t all be hot stuff. I expect you’re not ripe 
for romance, dear, that’s what it is.” He gave me anotlier of his 
winks, well satisfied with his parting shot. 

“ Why you ” I cried, picking up the rolling-pin, but he was 

gone, whistling away down the passage and out of my life. The 
Randalls and I parted affectionately. He came down to the 
kitchen before going off to work and, fearfully embarrassed 

pressed a pound note into my hand. “ No, really ” I said’ 

deeply touched, but pocketing it before he could take it back! 

“ I’ve so enjoyed working for you, sir, you’ve been ever so good 
tome.” 


More embarrassed than ever, he mumbled his way out of the 
4 kitchen door and ran up the stairs, vastly relieved to have got it 
over. I was more than ever convinced by this time that there 
are only two types of man in the world — those who are shy of 
maids and those who are not shy enough. Before we parted I 
asked Mrs. Randall to give me a reference, and she didn’t know 
what to put, so I offered to help her, and between us we concocted 
the following flight of fancy : 

This is to say that M. Dickens has worked for me for several 
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weeks in the capacity of working cook-housekeeper. 1 found her 
sober, honest, and most refined, a very well-spoken girl. Her 
cooking, both plain and fancy, is e.xcellent ; she is scrupulously 
dead in her methods and her person, and has no eccentricities of 
religion.” 

I had really enjoyed being at the Randalls and thought it 
would probably be difficult to get anywhere else as pleasant. 
Not wanting to risk a repetition of the Parrish episode, I turned 
over in my mind the idea of taking something quite different — 
perhaps going to the country as a living-in cook and seeing a bit 
of Servants’ Hall life. Though up till now I had thought it 
preferable to be on my own in the kitchen, it always meant doing 
housework, and the idea of escaping that particular form of 
drudgery appealed to me enormously. 

1 scanned the situations vacant columns to see if there was 
anything attractive before inserting an advertisement of my own. 
There seemed to be even more demand for living-in cooks than for 
” dailies,” and one notice in particular cauglit my eye : ” First- 
class Cook wanted immediately for country. Staff 8. Kitchen- 
maid kept. Own bedroom. 30s, a w'eek. Apply — House- 
keeper, Chilford House, Birching, Devon.” Thirty shillings 
sounded like big money, considering that I would have no 
opportunity of spending it, so 1 wrote to the address given and 
generously offered the housekeeper that paragon of skill and 
efficiency — myself. 

She answ’ercd quite soon, telling me to call on a certain day at 
(Here followed the address of a flat in a fashionable block.) 

I tortured the black hat into an even more uncompromising 
no-nonsense shape, that added a great deal to my' age but nothing 
to my charms, and set off in a coat that was too long for me and 
a pair of” sensible ” shoes. 

Arriving at the luxurious entrance hall of the block of flats. 

I felt too humble and unprepossessing to use the lift, so trotted 
modestly up four flights of stairs and arrived panting at my 
destination. 1 was let in by a stout black body of about fifty 
who 1 guessed to be the housekeeper, and she led me to a sitting- 
room, half shrouded in dust-shccts. In spite of the vastness 
downstairs the flat was quite small, evidently a pied-d-terre for 
occasional visits to London. 

We sat down on tw o of the unshrouded chairs and she began to 
ask me searching questions w ith a terrifying intensity of manner 
that made me more nervous than usual. She was all hung about 
with emblems of religious fcr\ our, gold crosses on chains, and 
holy-looking brooches were scattered at random over her person. 
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She jangled like an old monk and this put me off, making me 
unable to do myself justice, so that I was quite surprised when, 
after readmg my references and even holding them to the light 

^ ^ ri ^ 11 : “ ril engage you. The first 

week shall be in the nature of a trial, you understand, giving me 

the opportumty to make a change if I’m not satisfied. You wish 
It to be a permanent job, of course ? ” 

^ “ Oh, yes,” I said, casting down my eyes so as not to have to lie 

to that penetratmg stare. I knew I should not get the job unless I 
gave the impression that I was prepared to live and die if necessary 
^ in the service of Chilford House. 

I couldn t really understand why she had engaged me at all. 
She was the sort of woman you can’t fool, and must have sized 

me up at once for the incompetent and inexperienced messer that 
I was. 

I r^lised afterwards that she didn’t want to have anyone in 
the kitchen of Chilford House who might challenge her supre- 
macy over its domestic affairs, which she guarded jealously. She 
didn’t even tell me the name of my future employers or how large 
a household it was. We arranged such details as half-days, and 
then she intimated that the interview was at an end, saying : 

^ “It would be convenient for you to arrive tomorrow as we arc 
making do at the moment with a village woman, but it’s not 
satisfactory.” Then she told me the time of the train, and I left 
her, feeling elated but rather in the dark about the immediate 
future. 

To make myself look more like the country house cook of 
tradition I bought a whole lot of vast white aprons, which envel- 
oped me starchily and gave me quite a look of ample cosiness. 
These I packed, with the rest of my things, into a battered suit- 
case and, dressed once more with a suitable but drab respecta- 
bility, bade farewell to my family who were by now more than 
ever convinced that I was crazy. 

“ You must live in your part, get yourself under the skin of it,” 
had been one of the frequent sayings of the old lady of my drama- 
tic school, so I started in right away. At Paddington I settled 
myself diffidently into the corner of the carriage and read a 
twopenny Home BlitheringSy my face, innocent of make-up, 
shining like a young moon and my unrouged lips moving with 
absorbed delight while I followed the lines with my finger. 

At Exeter I had to change into a little local train which stopped 
at every station for the guard to have a gossip, before it eventually 
arrived at Birching. A porter directed me to a sort of lorry, 
which looked as if its usual function was to take pigs to market, so 
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I threw my case into the pig part of it and climbed up beside the 
red-haired youth who lounged in the driver’s seat. 

“ Good afternoon ! ” I said brightly. “ Turned out nice 
again ! ” 

He seemed to feel that he was destined for higher things than 
fetching cooks from the station, for he vouchsafed no more than 
a mumbled “ G’arternoon ” and a sniff. I was determined, 
however, that in this job I was going to get on with everybody and 
everything, so, thinking to draw him out by flattery, I asked : 
“ You the shower ? ” 

“ No ! ” he roared with scoffing laughter. “ Gardener’s boy 
more like ! ” 

He was tickled to death by my remark, and though obviously 
disinclined for further conversation, continued to give vent to 
spasmodic guffaws as we rattled and bumped along the narrow 
Devonshire lanes, bright with the first green of spring. 

Eventually we turned to the left through an open lodge gate 
and drove up an avenue of oak trees which ran alongside a large 
park. We came to some iron gates, and I Just caught sight of a 
low grey stone house at the end of a gravel drive before we 
swung away uphill to the left. We passed a farm and, describing 
a circle, arrived via the back drive and stables ai the kitchen 
entrance of Chilford House. 

“ Here yew be,” said the gardener’s boy. ” In yew go.” 

I got out, heaving my luggage after me, and he drove away at 
once, leaving me standing forlornly on the gravel with a tin suit- 
case at my feet. 

'i h.e door was open so 1 stepped inside and advanced apprehen- 
sively down the dim red-flagged passage to the unknown regions 
beyond. 




CHAPTER NINE . 

My first impressions of Chilford House were so confused that it 
took me one or two days to get everything sorted out, days which ^ 
passed in a whirling panic of new faces, voices, and masses of 
food. 1 thought at first that 1 was going mad, because there 
seemed to be more to do than 1 had ever imagined possible. How- 
ever, when 1 stopped being hysterical about the whole thing, and 
the mists cleared a little, I saw that by systematic concentration 
1 migln;: just succeed in saving my reason. My work was only 
cooking, and though it involved coping with the nursery and 
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kitchen meals as well as the dining-room it made it easier to apply 
some sort of method. I calmed down after a while and was able 
to take stock of my situation. 

Chilford House was divided into two parts by the green baize 
swing-door which separated the kitchen regions from the abode 
of the Gentry. My life, of course, was centred on the inferior 
side of that door, and indeed 1 hardly went through it all the time 
* I was there. Although I had nothing to do with “ them ” on 
the other side, they were the subject of so many intimate and 
derogatory comments in the servants’ hall that there was not 
much I didn’t know about them. 

My mistress, Lady W was a semi-invalid lady of nearly 

eighty, who had long handed over the reins of government to 
Mrs. Lewis, the housekeeper. She was the mob cap and shawl 
type of old lady, and spent most of her time sitting in a basket- 
chair with a high hood back to it, like a Punch and Judy show. 

I only encountered her after I had been there a week, when I fell 
off the under-housemaid’s bicycle right under the nose of her 
Daimler as it turned out of the drive on its way to evening church. 
She had not the slightest idea who I was, but smiled graciously, 

^ and, lowering the window, hoped I wasn’t hurt. Little did she 
know that it was I who w’as responsible for those creamed sweet- 
breads that she loved, or for that matter one or two little errors 
such as overdone beef, lumpy sauces, and burnt porridge, about 
which Mrs. Lewis had been instructed to “ speak to me.” 

Sir Harold W was slightly younger than his wife and still 

quite hale. He ambled about in a tweed jacket with leather 
patches all over it and a sloppy, slobbering spaniel at his heels. 
He did himself extremely well, and after the third glass of vintage 
port had turned him a rare old mulberry colour there would be 
talk of apoplexy in the servants’ hall. 

The house at the moment was filled with their children and 
grandchildren whom I never got properly sorted out. Their son 
and two daughters, all married, were staying over Easter with their 
young in various stages of childhood, pimply adolescence or 
maturity. I caught an occasional glimpse of a young man in a 
racing car, or a buxom girl pounding up the back drive on a huge 
grey horse with enormous feet. Various children buzzed into 
the kitchen at odd times during my first few days and said : 

“ Where’s Mrs. Munny ? Who d’you think you are ? ” grabbed 
a cake or anything handy and rushed out again before I could 
introduce myself. 

Much more fascinating than the family was the staff, who were 
gradually sorting themselves out from a rather terrifying mass of 



humanity into individuals. Mrs. Lewis lived a life apart, suspen- 
ded as it were permanently in space between the upper and lower 
regions, in a bedroom and sitting-room of her own. She even 
had her meals carried there on a tray by Nellie, the under- 
housemaid, and only descended to the kitchen to order the meals 
and quiz into the larders and store cupboards. 

The rest of her life which was not occupied with letter writing 
and linen cupboards was spent, apparently, in prayer. 

“ Locks herself in,” Nellie was saying one day as we all sat at 
the table in the -servants' hall over a huge lunch of pork — 
” praying away like nobody’s business — praying to the devil, I 
should think — the old cow.” 

” Now then, my girl,” this from Dawkes, the butler, ” mind 
your tongue.” 

” You mind your own business,” retorted Nellie, who had no 
respect at all for the conventions. Besides Dawkes and Lady 
W 's personal maid. Miss Biggs, there were two parlour- 

maids and a head housemaid who all came above her on the 
social scale. I wasn’t quite sure where I came in. For some 
mysterious reason all cooks, whether married or not, like to be 
addressed as ” Mrs.,” and I was universally known as “ Mrs. 
Dixon,” which, though it made me feel rather illicit, gave me 
quite a standing. Dawkes ignored Nellie and offered Miss 
Biggs another slice of pork. She was a withered old thing, who 

liad grown so grey and wizened in Lady W ’s service that her 

corsets didn't lit her as well as they used to and made her high- 
necked dress of lavender silk stick out like a shelf before and 
behind. Her two penchants were for platitudes and food, and 
she now attacked a tempting piece of crackling with zest, but it 
proved too much for her ancient teeth and had to be spat genteely 
out behind her hand. 

There was certainly no stint of food in this house and I won- 
dered what Lady W would say if she had any idea of the 

waste tliat went on and the innumerable little newspaper parcels 
that found their way to village homes under the coats of chars, 
pantry-maids, and even telegraph boys. Almost every day I 
cooked a big joint for the kitchen alone, and Dawkes sat at the 
head of the table and carved it as if he was cutting up bodies. 

He had one of those hungry-looking death’s-head sort of faces 
with deep-set eyes, and was a complete dual personality. 

On the fartlier side of the baize door he was apparently the 
perfect stage butler, and in spite of his rather criminal appearance 
was highly prized by his employers for his efficiency and loyalty 
to the family. In the servants’ hall, however, though he occa- 
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sionally, for form's sake, rebuked “ the girls ” for an indiscretion, 
he was a perfect sink of slanderous gossip about the entire 
family, and anyone else who came to the house. He was a good 
actor, that man, he even had a special voice which he used when 
^he was being a seneschal — I could hear it sometimes floating 
through from the dining-room. When he was relating a juicy 
piece of scandal to us, pop-eyed with eager appreciation, his 
accents would become the lowest of the low, and his expressions 
not always suitable for the youthful ear of Polly, the kitchen- 
maid, who, however, was so simple that she didn’t really take it 
all in. It made me feel very superior to have someone to boss, 
even such a half-witted creature as she was. She was not much 
practical use as she would get into a panic if spoken to sharply. 

If being myself in a frenzy to get things done in time, I yelled : 
- “ Hurry up with shelling those peas, for heaven’s sake ! ” she 
would drop everything and rush about wildly with her apron 
over her head. 

“ Lor ! ’* she would scream, running round the kitchen in 
small circles. “ Oh ! whatever shall I do ? Oh, Mrs. Dixon, 
don't hustle me, I feel ever so queer ! ” 

I wondered why such a mad creature was kept on, but appar- 
^ently a kitchen-maid’s life is such hell that no normal girl will 
take it on. 

She cherished a dog-like passion for the chauifeur, whose 
name, appropriately enough, was Jim Driver. He had a room 
over the garage, but being a bachelor took his meals with us, and 
Polly could hardly eat a thing for staring at him. He was a 
young man of about thirty whose slight tendency to boils on the 
back of the neck was counteracted by bright blue eyes and a tinge 
of Irish in his speech. Apart from the embarrassing Polly, 
whom he ignored, he distributed his favours impartially among 
the girls, treating me at first with the deference due to my married 
name and recent arrival. He had no rival as Dawkes was 
definitely out of the market. He took no interest in women as 
such, though he was reputed to have at least two wives secreted in 
different parts of England. 

\ I think it will give a clearer idea of my life in this intriguing 
household if I run through the events of one particular day, 
picking one at random from those that stand out in my memory 
and starting at the chill bleak hour of seven o’clock when the 
alarm cut shrilly into my dreams. 

I had been at Chilford House about a week, and no longer 
spent a minute or two of semi-consciousness wondering where I 
was. My little room, with its sloping attic ceiling that stunned 
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you if you sat upright in bed, was by now quite familiar, but this 
morning as I travelled my eye round the room from Where I lay I 
reflected that it could never really be made a home from home, 

I had stuck a lot of photographs about, and even stolen some 
flowers from the garden after dark, but nothing could disguise 
the blackness of the iron bed or the yellowness of the chest of 
drawers and vaguely indecent-looking washstand. Old-fashioned, 
cheap wooden furniture has a peculiar smell, a sort of indefinable • 
mixture of acid and old boots, and I had to sprinkle a great deal 
of lavender water about. In spite of this I got such a mania 
about the chest of drawers that I thought it was infecting my 
clothes, so I kept most of them in the tin suit-case under the bed. 

Its lock now took a piece of skin off my ankle as I put my feet on 
to the tatty little red mat, and 1 hopped painfully over the bare 
boards to take a look at the day. The view from my window was 
the chief attraction of my Royal suite. I looked out over a long 
lawn, cut in three terraces, with a lily pond in the middle, and 
ending in a ha-ha wall which dropped into the park. I could see 
a few deer grazing among the scattered oaks, which were the 
only things that broke my vista of green, until the park ended with 
a jumble of roofs and a steeple that was the village. “ Very 
sharp for the time of year,” I said to myself, shivering, in spite of 
the sun which was picking out the dew with a dancing sparkle. It 
was too cold to do more than wash my face before putting on one 
of my vast aprons over a layer of very unglamorous woollen 
underwear that was a relic of the Yew Green days. After my 
usual battle with the mirror — it would swing forwards all the 
time and present me with its back view — I got my hair and face 
done — and hurtled down the back stairs to my kitchen. It was 
warm there, because the huge fire in the range was never allowed 
to go out ; it heated the water and did all the cooking that 
wasn’t done on the gas stove. 

Polly was before me and working away like mad. It was her 
job to clean the kitchen before breakfast. Nellie, who rose early 
to lay fires, used to see that she got up, and would chivvy her 
do\sn to the kitchen. Once started off, she could work like a 
clockwork train, unless somebody threw a spanner into the ^ 
works by shouting at her and making her panic. 

” Hullo, Mrs. Dixon,” she said, looking up from her pail and 
scrubbing-brush on the floor. ” I’d a lovely dream last night.” 

” Did you, now ? ” I said, hurling coal on to the glowing 
remains of last night’s banked-up fire. What about ? ” 

“ About him — Mr. Driver, I mean. ’E come right up to me 
and kiss me,’ ever so gentle, and what do you think he says ? ” 
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“ Goon, Poll, tell us.” 

Polly,* he says, ‘ you are my dream girl. I love you,’ he 
says, just like that — then I come all over faint and sorter melt in 
his arms. Cor, it was lovely.” 

“ Then what happened ? ” 

“ Well, I wake up then and take a look at me dream book, and 
it says, * To dream of a kiss from the beloved one is a sign of 
♦J impending stomach disorder.’ Still, it was a lovely dream.” 

She returned to her scrubbing, still wrapped in a reminiscent 
ecstasy, and I put an enormous kettle on the stove and started to 
cut bread and butter for the innumerable trays of early morning 
tea that had to start going upstairs from seven-thirty onwards. 

Nellie and Rose, the head housemaids, were responsible for 
this, and they had a slate which hung in the pantry where the 
little trays lived on which they wrote down what time everybody 
had to be called. Rose, who was an unimaginative but con- 
scientious girl with a suet-pudding face, would write the names 
and times in a laborious script, giving full titles where necessary : 

“Major-General Sir Robert W Bart, D.S.O., 8.15. The 

Right Reverend Bishop of Bradshaw, 8.30 — brown bread and 
butter,” were current entries. The flippant Nellie would add 
^comments underneath, such as ” Sour puss,” ” Bald as a coot,” 
or “ Pot-belly.” She said it helped her to remember who was 
who. 

All I had to do was to fill the teapots from the kettle and plank 
two or three slices of bread and butter on each tray as they brought 
it in. 

Soon after this I started one of my frenzies. Nursery break- 
fast was at eight-thirty and the dining-room started at a quarter 
to nine, not to mention a coddled egg and melba toast for Lady 

W , which Miss Biggs would come creaking into the kitchen 

to collect when the panic was at its height. This morning was 
worse than usual. I generally tried to give the nursery something 
that I was going to cook for the dining-room so that I could do it 
all together, but to-day Mrs. Lewis had ordered kidneys and 
mushrooms, which the nurses didn’t fancy for the children, and 
\ scrambled eggs which couldn’t be cooked before they were 
wanted. I decided to give them sausages and bacon, so I 
hoisted Polly from the floor to cut ofif bacon rinds and discovered 
that the big frying-pan that I wanted to fry the sausages in had 
not been washed, and bore traces of yesterday’s smelts. I didn’t 
dare tick her olf in case it should send her queer, and I had no 
. time to clean it myself, so 1 threw the sausages into the fishy fat 
and hoped for the best. 
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Nellie came in with one of her trays and said cheerfully : 

“ What a stink," but I had no time to talk to anyone as I was 
trying to core kidneys, grill toast, heat porridge, make coffee, and 
watch the sausages and bacon all at the same time, as well as 
keep an eye on Polly, who was now peeling mushrooms with a 
dangerously sharp knife. 

The least pleasant of the children, a smug little beast called 
Leonora, came prancing in at this point with her round face * 
shining between tight sticking-out pigtails. 

“ Good morning, cook," she remarked paironisingly. “ Nanny 
says she would like you to do some fried tomatoes for break- 
fast." 


“ Oh, tell Nanny to go to the devil," I said, and immediately 
regretted it, for the brat gave vent to a delighted " Ooh ! ’* and 
rushed off to repeat the naughty word. An infuriated nurse soon 
came bustling in, crackling with starch and indignation, saying : 
" I don't wish to make trouble, cook, and if Leonora was not such 
a truthful child I could only hope that she had invented what she 
told me you said to her. I really must ask you to be more careful 
— such rudeness — a shocking example for children." I hastily 
changed the subject. Banging a loaf of bread about and 
flourishing the bread-knife to put her off her stroke I said : 

" I can't do you tomatoes, Nurse, because I haven’t got any. 
William hasn't brought them in yet." 

" Oh, well, that's a pity I’m sure. What are you giving us ? 
Sausages ? I'm not very keen on sausages for growing children, 
you know." 

She was a college-trained nurse and full of theories about food 
values, so I got rid of her by telling her that sausages were well 
known to contain all four'vitamins. A, B, C, and D, to which she 
replied, " Tchah ! " and left the room in a fury. 

That uniformed body of females, " the Nurses," were always 
h;.ving a feud with someone. There were actually only three of 
thi.r-i at Chilford House, but they made up for that by being an 
in (cf nal nuisance. When they were not up against their employers 
about some detail of child upbringing they were making our 
life hell by sending back food from the nursery and demanding 
absurd delicacies at the most inconvenient times, not to mention 
flying in a horrified body to Mrs. Lewis at the sight of a tiny 
speck of dust on the nursery floor. They were also incessantly at 
war with the children, who conducted a well-organised and 
admirable campaign for their discomfiture. They would hide 
in the lops of thick trees and call down mocking personalities 
as the nurses passed below, and cryptic notes hinting at shady 
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pasts and unbelievable vices were left lying around all over the 
house. 

Separately, these nurses may have been perfectly charming, 
but as a body antagonism seemed to be a parti pris with them. 

Miss Biggs came into the kitchen as I was piling the nursery 
breakfast on to a huge tray for Rose to take in, snatching the 
dining-room coffee off the fire with one hand, just as it was boiling 

Jo over. 

“ Good morning, Mrs. Dixon,*’ she said, arranging Lady 

W ’s breakfast on her tray with maddening deliberation and 

accuracy of detail. “ Quite at sixes and sevens this morning, 
aren’t we ? ” Mildred and Jessie, the parlour-maids, one a 
pretty local girl and the other a plain but efficient machine, came 
in for the dining-room breakfast before it was ready, and I 
pointed righteously to the huge clock which showed twenty 
minutes to nine. 

“ That clock’s slow, always has been,” said Jessie. 

“ Hurry, Mrs. Dixon, lovey, us’Il have Mr. Dawkes after wc 
else,” said Mildred anxiously. 

Even when they had departed, weighed down by trays heaped 
with mountains of food and gallons of coffec—why do people eat 
P- so much on holiday ?— my work wasn’t done. It was now time 
for the staff to have their breakfast, and, said my stomach, high 
time too. A mass of sausages had been sizzling on the range, but 
everybody always fancied a nice bit of fried bread, so that had to 
be done, and there was still Mrs. Lewis’s tray to be sent up. 1 
used to keep something back from the dining-room for her, she 
couldn’t very well say that it wasn’t good enough, though she was 
very particular and would often refuse to eat what we were having 
in the kitchen. At last everything was done, down to the enor- 
mous brown pot of tea, and I slid thankfully into my worn plush 
chair at the servants’ hall table. 1 used to keep some coffee back 
for myself, for in my opinion no day is a day that doesn’t start 
with at least two cups of it. The other servants regarded me 
askance over this, they felt the same way about their cup o’ tea, 
and ” Coffee ? ” they said, ” never touch it. Poison to the 
' kidneys.” But oh ! the joy of those first few mouthfuls, bringing 
^ comfort to the aching void created by rising early and working 

feverishly on an empty stomach. 

To-day was Nellie's and Rose’s halfrday, and they were discus- 
sing what they should do. For my part, when I got time off I 
used to go and sleep in a hedge somewhere, rejoicing to breathe a 
little pure air away from the greasy vapours of the kitchen or my 
smelly bedroom furniture. These two, however, with the energy 
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of town-breds, wanted a whirl of gaiety which was not to be 
found in sleepy little Birching. 

They generally used to rush off after lunch to catch the 
Birching bus which stopped at the end of the avenue, and would 
spend the afternoon strolling round the shops arm in arm and the 
evening at the small and smelly local cinema. If they couldn’t 
get their work finished in time to catch the bus they would bicycle 
madly into the village to gaze into the window of the one general ^ 
store which sold hardly anything except sweets and matches. 
Anything to get away from the boredom of rural scenery. 

Mouldy hole this is,” grumbled Nellie, biting into a huge 
doorstep of bread and butter. ” Might as well not have a ’alf- 
day at all. Give me Torquay, that's more my style. Why, when 
I was at Torquay ” 

We had all heard enough about Torquay, where Nellie had had 
her last place, to last us a lifetime — it was one of her pet sub- 
jects. Rose cut her short by saying : 

” What say we get the bus, Nell ? I want to match up some 
ribbon and there’s a Clark Gable at the Roxy.” 

” It always means coming out before the end to catch the bus 
back, though. Last time we had to leave before the part where 
they discover it was all a misunderstanding. I was fed up. Tell ^ 
you what, Lm fed up with this hole. Don’t think I’ll stay much 
longer. I'm going to tell that old cow straight out — it’s not good 
enough I'm going to say.” 

She leaned back, stretching her arms above her head and smil- 
ing complacently with the air of one who has made an impressive 
and startling announcement. Nobody took any notice, however, 
we all went on chewing as we’d heard all this before, too. 

Nellie didn’t really mean it herself, but she liked to hear herself 
talk, and she got up soon and went off yawning, to make beds. 

Mildred helped to clear the table. Washing up the kitchen 
crockery was yet another of poor Polly’s tasks, but when I went 
to look for her to clamp her to the sink whe was nowhere to be 
lound. I hunted everywhere for her, even in the coal cellar, 
where she always hid if there was a storm getting up or 
el^tncity in the air. I eventually discovered her sitting in a sort 4 

of coma on a big stone by the side of the back drive that led to 
the garage and stables. 

“ Polly ! What on earth ? ” 

away.” She waved me aside without looking at me, 
and her fixed gaze became even more rapt as the big black Daimler 
turned out of the stable yard and swished majestically past us 
with her hero at the wheel. ^ 
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I booted Polly back to the pantry where I left her, scraping egg 
off plates in an ecstatic trance. I had only time to make my bed 
in a slapdash way and change the water of my flowers before 
rushing back to the kitchen in time to be there when Mrs. Lewis 
paid her state visit. It was a field day to-day for Miss Biggs, and 
I kept meeting her round comers or on the stairs and it gave her 
an opportunity to say : “ More haste less speed,” or " All 
behind like the cow’s tail,” each time I flashed by her. 

When I got downstairs there was a strange male in a very dirty 
pair of grey flannels wandering about the kitchen. I thought at 
first that it was one of the tradesmen, but then I saw no bicycle 

clips and realised that it was one of the house-party. 

I say/^ he said, putting a handful of toast crusts into his face, 
“ could you possibly give me a bit of butter ? I’ve practically 
burned my hand off on the exhaust pipe of my car.” 

Let’s have a look,” I said, and he displayed quite a nasty 
place on the back of his hand. If he wanted butter on it well and 
good it was not my place to suggest that he applied to Mrs. Lewis 
who was in charge of a fully equipped medicine chest. She came 
in as I was holding his hand in'mine and dabbing it with the best 
Unsalted, and was deeply affronted at one of her prerogatives 


Hullo^Lulu,” said my patient, showing dizzy lack of respect, 
“just being treated for burns.” 

“You come straight up to my room, Mr. Teddy, and have 
some carron oil on it. Butter indeed ! Cook should know 

better than to risk infection like that. Quite absurd. 

“ Oh but Lulu ” He was dragged off, protesting, and 

dripping greasily over Polly’s clean floor I realised that he 
must be the eldest grandson. I ought to have known from his 
broken nose. It had been the subject of much speculation m the 
servants’ hall. Dawkes had . on good authority that he had 
come by it in a brawl in an East End brothel. Jim Driver 
for certain that a car smash had caused it, but Nellie was of the 
opinion that Mrs. Lewis had caught a clout with the largest 
and heaviest crucifix one day when he tried to make love ^^r. 

She soon came stalking back to the kitchen and vented her 
annoyance with me by ordering all the most troublesome dishes 
she could think of, such as pureed vegetables and consomme. 
ShQ produced her trump card by saying that I was to make 

cr^mebrUlde for dinner. , 

“ I nresume you know how to make it, Mrs. Dixon ' 

“ Certainly I do, Mrs. Lewis.” I wasn’t going to let on that I 
had not even the slightest idea what crime brulee was, and when 
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she had gone I flew to my cookery books and hunted for the 
simplest description of how to make it. It apparently had to 
be left for four hours after being made, then coated with caramel 
and left for another four hours at least before being served. This 
meant that I would have to start it at once, so I had to abandon 
my idea of making the weekly batch of plum cakes. My first 
attempt was a curdled failure, and looked more like scrambled 
eggs than crime brulec, so I put it in the dog’s dinner plate and 
started again. Luckily there was always a huge jug of cream in 
the larder, sent down each day from the farm, and eggs abounded, 
so it didn’t matter that yet another unsuccessful attempt found its 
way into the dog bowl before I got it right. It was not time to 
start doing things for lunch, and I wanted Polly to come and help 
me prepare vegetables, but she had disappeared again. I ran 
her to earth in one of the larders, busily engaged in washing the 
whole place down and scrubbing the shelves. 

“ Polly,” I said sternly, ” this is a fine time to be doing this 
sort of thing when 1 want you in the kitchen.” 

” Mrs. Lewis said I was to,” she said, biting her nails and look- 
ing at me with scared lunatic eyes. 

I was furious with the housekeeper, but I had to control my 
wrath before Polly, who was on the verge of a breakdown, so I ^ 
said : 

” Well, never mind, you can leave it now. I’ll make it all right 
with her. Come along now, Poll dear, and scrape a nice carrot 
for me. That's right.” I jollied her up, and had just got her 
going quite happily in the kitchen when we both had to knock 
off work as the rest of the staff came flocking in to the servants’ 
hall to have their ‘‘ elevenses.” 

It always seemed to me that breakfast was hardly over before 
everyone wanted to pack more tea and bread and butter inside 
themselves. It would not have been etiquette for me to absent 
myself from the gathering, however much I wanted to get on with 
my cooking, so 1 had to sit there, fretting at the waste of time. 
Not that I don’t generally welcome any opportunity to stop work, 
but under the circumstances it only meant more panic afterwards 
trying to get things done in time. 

Nellie and Rose w'ere still talking about their plans for the 
afternoon and were having a rather tedious discussion as to 
whether Rose should wear her pink silk blouse with or without 
the coral beads. 

Daw’kes had apparently been having a very interesting morning 
going through the stumps of his employer’s cheque books for the 
past year. 
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“ That old devil's up to somelhing," he said. “ Two hundred 
pounds to the Central Fur Stores. Lady W never saw a hair 

of that particler bit of rabbit. I’ll bet.” 

” Be your age, Mr. Dawkes,” said Nellie, shattering his dream 
of scandal. “ Everybody knows that was a present he give Miss 
Dorothy on her twenty-first, so don’t excite yerself.” 

” Ah, Miss Clever, then what about ‘ Mrs. Eva Grant twenty 
pounds’ and farther on ‘ Mrs. Eva Grant fifty pounds ’ ? He 
never had a granddaughter by that name. Smells fishy to me. 
You mark my words, that old b isn’t above a bit of you know 

what, even at his age.” * t> n . 

Everybody drew in their breath and tut-tutted, except Polly 

who was busily engaged in picking bits off the heel of her shoe. 

Miss Biggs always missed the implications of Dawkes coarser 

remarks, so she wasn't as shocked as she would have been. 

” Ah well,” she said, rising with difficulty from a low chair, 

” Live and let live. It takes all sorts to make a world, you know, 

Mr. Dawkes.” Licking her fingers she collected a fcw stray 

crumbs that she had missed round her plate, and hobbled off 

saving : ” Well, I must go and get my lady dressed. Polly 

and I returned to our inferno of heat and bustle. The fire 

in the range was blazing away and I couldn’t imagine ever 

having felt cold. By lunch-time I was limp and dripping and 

couldn’t find the energy to be benign to a very sniall child who 

wandered in ar>d walked round and round the kitchen saying . 

” Choccy biccy, choccy biccy,” with maddening persistence. 

Nellie and Rose fairly bolted their lunch, and didn t even stay 

to have a second jam tart, which was all ®iggs s advantage. 

While I was shaking the tablecloth out of the back door 1 caught 

sight of them hareing across the short cut through the park to 

wLre the bus stopped. I couldn’t see whether Rose was wearing 

ceneraUy^had a bit of time to myself after lunch to ” put me 
feet^up » or go out and get a bit of air. before I had to start 

"lay ”owe°/er“'had to make the cakes that should have 
been done in the morning, not to mention putting a caramc 
tem on the crime bru lee. This was rather fascinating as all 
that had to be done was to sprinkle sugar heavily over the top, 
«.r»H r»iit it under a very hot grill. It bubbled and heaved hke the 
crater of a volcano and eventually turned a beautiful glassy 

'’^“'sucks to you. Ma Lewis,” I thought, as I mixed plum ^ke 
in afenirmous bowl. When 1 had filled the tins. I put them 



102 


ONE PAIR OF HANDS 


into the old-fashioned ovens to cook, and made up the fire 
well. 

Polly had wandered out and I was wondering idly where she 
had gone, when my blood was frozen by a horrible yelling that 
grew louder as Polly flashed past the window and hurled herself 
into the kitchen, screaming : “ Fire ! Fire ! Oh, my Gawd ! 
Oh, help ! Fire, oh, help ! Fire, fire, fire ! ’* 

“ Where ? ” I said calmly, thinking that this was a figment of 
her disordered brain, but even as I spoke an ominous smell of 
burning drifted to my nose, and sure enough, a light rain of 
black ashes was falling outside the window. I rushed out and 
looking upwards saw that the kitchen chimney was indeed on 
fire and behaving like Vesuvius. Polly had followed me, still 
yelping, and before I could stop her, she had seized the rope 
that hung down outside the back door and was tolling away 
with desperate strength at the huge bell that was only rung for 
deaths and real emergencies. 

The effect was dynamic. People appeared from everywhere in 
various conditions of excitement and horror. The old groom 
came galloping down the back drive on his bow legs just in time 
to catch Miss Biggs as she fainted stiffly away. 

My friend with the burnt hand came running up with a gun 
that he had been cleaning, which added to the nurses’ terror, 

and Sir Harold W himself appeared in his braces and camel- 

hair slippers, having evidently been woken from his after-lunch 
nap. Nobody did anything ; we all stood around and pointed 
and screamed. Someone hopefully brought out a fire 
extinguisher, but no one knew how to work it. 

The children were enjoying themselves enormously, but the 
excitement didn't last long. As it gradually dawned on us that 
the smoke and sparks were getting less and less, and that the fire 
was going out of its own accord, the tension relaxed, and the 
annoyance which relief often brings, set in. Sir Harold suddenly 
realised that Polly was still pealing the bell, and he sprang at her 
with a roar of rage. 

“ Who's this crazy girl ? She's the cause of all this ridiculous 
panic. Stop it, for God's sake, d'you hear me ? Get rid of her, 
somebody, before I go raving mad. Dawkes ! Don’t stand there 
like a fool, man, do something. And then ring up the sweep and 
tell him to come over at once and see what’s happened to the 
damned chimney.” He disappeared into the house, muttering 
oaths, and somebody plucked Polly off the rope and she stopped 
screaming, and bursting into hiccupping sobs, flung herself to 
the ground. 
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Nurses now began to slap and shake their various charges, 
and the bishop was heard to speak quite sharply to a fluttering 
lady in green, who insisted on clinging to his arm as they 
wandered away with the rest of the crowd ; I went back to the 
kitchen lugging Polly with me, and the only figure left on the 
scene was Sir Harold s black spaniel who was quietly throwing up 
the curdled crime br'ulee on to the drive. 


The fire was of course the chief topic at tea-time in the servan^’ 
hall. Everybody wanted to give an opinion as to the cause of it. 
Mrs. Lewis had apparently told Dawkes that she was certain it 
was something that I had put on the fire, though what it could 
have been, short of a can of petrol, I don’t know. Miss Biggs 
was still a little prostrated and inclined to moan : “ We shall 
all be burned in our beds to-night, I know it." She would not 
believe that the fire was really out until the sweep himself came 
down from his acrobatics on the roof to take a cup of tea with us, 
and assured her that there was no mortal perfl. He had peered 
down the mouth of the great chimney, and has ascertained that 
the fire was out, but could not tell the cause or the extent of the 
damage without climbing up inside it from below. 

‘‘ Yew’ll have to let this yere fire out in the range to-night, 
he said with his mouth full of sponge cake. ‘‘ I’ll pop over early 
to-morrow and climb up her with me ladder. 

" Oh, what a nuisance,’’ I said, " must you really ? ‘’ 

“ Well, us must know the whoiy of it, mustn t us . Might 


happen again else.’’ ,,, 

“ Oh don’t say that,** pleaded Miss Biggs. I m afraid you 11 

have to put up with the slight inconvenience. Mrs. Dixon. 
One must suffer, you know, for the cause of many. 

I saw that there was no help for it. I should just have to get 
up at the crack of dawn to supervise the sweep and then light 
the fire when he had finished so that one or two people at least 

should get baths before breakfast. , ^ 

We had to have a clean tablecloth after the sweep had gone, 
as he was not at all careful with his person, and had leant sooty 

elbows everywhere in a free and easy way. iiv, 

I had to do all the cooking for dinner myself, as Polly was 
definitely written off for the rest of the day. She had wandered 
out into the shadows after tea, probably to hang round the garage 
for a sight of Jim Driver who had taken Lady W — ^out on 
an all-day visit. It was a lucky thing that she had 
Great Fire, it might have upset her health even more than Miss 


Biggs. 
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Even though T started directly after tea, I only just got every- 
thing done in time. Mercifully, I didn’t have to cook a hot 
dinner for the staff. Our main meal was lunch, and we always 
had cold meat or something in the evening, and chunks of soap- 
like cheese, washed down with the inevitable tea. The nurses 
had the same, with cocoa, sitting round the nursery fire with 
their knitting and their magazines on mothercraft. The dining- , 
room dinner was generally quite an extensive affair, and to-night ' 
Mrs. Lewis, just to complicate things a little, fancied a mush- 
room omelette for herself. 

Nellie and Rose came bursting into the servants’ hall as we 
were finishing our supper, and even the phlegmatic Rose was 
panting to hear the news. 

“ Tom told us on the bus that thcre'd been a fire — part of 
the roof fell in, he said." 

" Fancy us missing it, y’ know," said Nellie, regretfully. 

“ Just my luck to miss the only bit of excitement we’ve had here 
since the pipes burst." 

Wc disillusioned them about the size of the fire, but Nellie was 
still upset at having missed it, as they hadn’t even enjoyed the 
cinema. The projection was dim, and the sound part had broken ^ 
down half-way through, and even Clark Gable loses glamour 
when mouthing silently at you out of a thick fog. 

1 went upstairs early as I was worn out, and al.so the thought 
of the sweep’s early visit was weighing heavily on my mind. 
Maddeningly enough, when I did get into my high iron bed, I 
couldn't sleep. The more I kept thinking that I must get to 
sleep, the more wakeful I became, and eventually I got sick of 
the clanging each time I tossed, and decided it was worth the 
effort of going down to the kitchen to get a hot drink. While 
the kettle was boiling, I thought it would be a good opportunity 
to explore the rest of the house, which I had never really seen. 

It was after one o'clock, and all was still and dark on the farther 
side of the swing door as I crept through in my carpet slippers. 

I was quite enjoying myself roaming through the rooms pretend- 
ing I was the family ghost when my phantom glide was turned 
into the most material somersault as 1 tripped over a gaitered 
leg that was protruding unexpectedly from the depths of an 
easy chair. 

" God bless my soul,” said the astonished bishop, waking 
with a start from deep slumber. " What ? Where ? " 

** Oh. I beg your pardon, sir, I mean your worship, your 
reverence, that is." I stuttered, picking myself up and backing 
out of the Presence. I could hear him following me, stil 
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mumbling and exclaiming, as he tried to brush pipe ash off his 
apron. I fled thi ough the swing door to the refuge of my kitchen, 
drank my drink, and rushed upstairs and into bed as if pursued 
by a bogey man instead of a bishop. 


CHAPTER TEN 

After faster the house party began to break up, and by the 
end of the holidays everybody except a few insignilicant female 
relations and one or two of the younger children had gone. 
There were always guests at the week-end, but most of the time 
life was delightfully slack after the turmoil of work to which 
I had been accustomed. We grew fat and lazy in the kitchen, 
though Mrs. Lewis still chivvied us around to keep us up to the 
mark. The pretty parlourmaid Mildred went home and the 
pantry maid ceased to appear every day, which meant that Polly 
didn’t have any less to do as she had no one to help her with all 
the kitchen washing up. I let her off helping me with the cooking, 
► as she really wasn’t much use anyway, and cither hard work or 
unrequited love was making her look pasty and peaky. Jim 
Driver had got a girl in the village and he used to rush out like a 
dog every evening after supper and not return till quite late. He 
often went courting in one of his master’s cars, and if I was still 
awake I would hear him from my room returning to the garage. 
He was lucky not to be discovered. Sir Harold’s window was in 
the front of the house, and so was Mrs. Lewis’s, but somehow 
he always got away with it. 

One evening, much to my surprise, Jim came into the kitchen 
while I was cooking the dinner and said shyly : “ Would you 
care to come for a wee drive this evening, Missis ? ” 

I was too astonished to say “ no,” though I was rather scared 
at the thought of the risk of being seen in the borrowed car, and 
also I couldn’t make out what had become of Bessie, his girl. 
t “ You won’t say anything to the others now ? ” he asked, jerking 
his head in the direction of the servants’ hall. 

“ No, of course not,” I said, rather thrilled at the prospect of 
this clandestine outing. He really was quite good-looking, and 
as he went out I noticed that the boils on the back of his neck 
were almost completely cured. 

After supper I made an excuse for going up early, saying I 
had to write letters. I changed my apron for something a little 
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more glamorous, and crept out of the back door when no one 
was looking. Jim was waiting in the road just above the garage, 
and 1 got into the front seat of the Daimler beside him. I felt 
most opulent as we huipmed along the lanes for a while in 
silence. Jim seemed nervous, and didn’t talk much, and I 
didn't want to say anything until I had discovered why I had 
been invited. EventuaUy he decided that we had gone far enough, 
for he suddenly braked and brought the car to a standstill on the * 
grass verge of the road. 

He leant towards me, and I was just going to slap his face in 
the best manner when 1 saw it was a cigarette he was offering 
me, and not a passionate embrace. It was rather an anticlimax 
when I realised that 1 was not to be assaulted after all. When the 
cigarettes were lit, Jim leaned back in his corner and said : 

“ I brought you here for a wee talk. Would you mind very 
much giving me some advice ? " 

“ All right by me,” I said, ” but why pick on me ? ” 

“ Well, Missis, if 1 was to take one of the other girls driving 
now, rd be after kissing them instead of talking.” 

I didn't quite know whether to take this as a compliment 
or a horrible slight, so 1 passed it over, and said : 

” What d'you want my advice about ? Is it Bessie ? ” 

” It is.” 

He poured out the whole story, and 1 must say I thought 
Bessie seemed rather a low character. 

It appeared that although they had an understanding and were 
technically ” keeping company,” she had ceased to dedicate 
all her evenings to Jim, and he was a seething mass of jealousy 
Calling for her one day, he had met her just leaving the house 
arm-in-arm with a red-haired runt from the International 
Stores. Jim had made a scene, but Bessie had given him to 
understand that he had no proprietary rights, and had gone 
flouncing ofl* with Ginger smirking at her side. 

” I don't know what to do with the girl,” said Jim sadly. “ I 
love her, and I thought she loved me, but it's a queer way she's 
carrying on.” 

It was a familiar story, so it didn't take me long to think of 
what to say. 

” 1 think she's just going on like this for the fun of making 
you jealous — ^jusi to add a bit of spice to life, see ? So I tell 
you what you do. Jim, You pay her back in her own coin. 
You get /ler jealous of you. Instead of going up there after her, 

you take somebody else out. She'll soon come screaming back 
• you if she thinks someone else is going to nab you.” 
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The more he thought about the idea the more he liked it. His 
wrath at the moment was greater than his love. “ I’ll show her, * 
he said, “ I’ll do her down. But ye’ll have to help me. Will 
you come out with me, as a favour, somewhere where she’ll 

SC6 US ? 

“ Oh, Jim, I’d much rather not.” I didn’t see why I should 
be involved in this romance. ” Take one of the girls out, can t 

V you ? ” „ 

” No, no, it must be you. It was your idea, anyway. How 

would I be explaining to them that I wasn’t after walking out 

with them ? I don’t have to tell you that I wouldn’t be asking 

you out if it wasn’t for this.” 

Another dubious remark, but nevertheless I realised I would 
have to help him, as his mind seemed to be made up. We drove 
back to Chilford House debating when and where to spring the 
shock on Bessie. Jim had a marvellous idea. There was to be 
a dance at the Chilford Village Hall in a few days’ time, to which 
Bessie was sure to be going, and it coincided with my evening 
out. He would be able to get off, as Sir Harold and Lady W 

never went out in the evening. 

We put the car in the garage as quietly as possible. Ihe 
► groom lived in a cottage out of earshot, and if the red-hmred 
stable boy who slept above the garage with Jim heard anything 
he would never say a word, as he was a trusted ally. I sneaked 
down the drive and got into the house by a secret way I had 
discovered through the coal cellar, and arrived black but undis- 
covered in my bedroom, beginning already to regret what I had 

let myself in for. 


Jim and I had decided that we must keep the whole thing very 
dark, as there would be a lot of talk if it were discovered that 
we were going to the dance together. Our names would be 
coupled in the servants' hall. The atmosphere became rather 
tense, therefore, when at lunch the next 

piped up : “1 see there’s to be a dance at Chilford on Thursday. 

Is nobody going to trip the light fanUstic . * 

“You bet I am,” said Nellie, “ I’m going with >"6 beau, and 

what’s more I’m going to wear all me jools. Jim 

at each other. It would wreck everything if Nellie was to crash 

in on our delicate plot. I couldn’t make out whether she was 

^°"Xe°you°really going, Nell ? ” I said, trying to sound casuaU 
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“ Course I’m not, dearie ; where would I get a boy from in 
this dead-and-alive hole ? Unless Mr. Dawkes would like to 
take me ? ” 

“ Not in my line, I’m afraid,” said Dawkes, grinning. ” Kid’s 
game, dancing, I always say.” 

“ And we all know Mr. Driver has a date with an angel,” 
continued Nellie, “ so here I am on the shelf. When I think of 
the boys who used to take me out at Torquay — the Promised 
Land that was all right.” 

” I can’t think why you ever left your precious Torquay,” 
said Jessie dourly. 

Well, ducks, that s a subject over which we draw a veil,” 

said Nellie. “ It not being entirely to the credit of Yours 
Truly.” 


I was glad to discover someone else besides me who had got 
the sack ; I wasn t going to admit mine in public, but I made up 
my mind to have a discreet get-together with Nellie about it 
some time. One morning a few days later, I was lying in bed 
thinking about the fateful dance, when an awful thought suddenly 
stiuck me : ” My dear, I haven’t a rag to wear ! ” Evening 
dress is not part of a cook's trousseau. All I had with me besides 
my aprons were one or two decayed-looking skirts and jerseys. 
I would not be busy that afternoon, so I made up my mind to go 
into Birching and “ look at the shops.” 

When the others saw me huriy ing lunch in order to catch the 
bus, tlicre was a good deal of caustic comment. 

“You goin’ to town, Mae West?” said Nellie. “Don't 

tell me you've found a young man, you lucky girl ! ” I couldn't 

help blushing guiltily, and they were all delighted. “ I do believe 

It s that handsome policeman at the cross-roads.” said Miss 
Biggs naughtily. 

• i guess ? ” I said, getting up to go. 

“ If you can’t be good, be careful ! ” screamed Nellie after 
me, as I ran up the back stairs. 


\ flung myself panting into a 

seat beside a tat farmer. I had recovered my breath by the time 
we got to Birching, but he was still puffing from the mere effort 

ol being stout. Stepping down into the market square, I looked 
about me for a fashion saloon. 

There was a draper’s shop on one corner, whose windows 
besides displaying balls of wool and innumerable lace collars 

?h depressed-looking dresses. One of 

them, a tasteful creation m pink sateen, had a label pinned across 

H sa> mg a la mode, so I thought I would risk it. I opened the ' 
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door and nearly knocked over a small man in pince-nez, who was 
waiting on the other side of it to direct customers. 

“ Which department, Madam ? ” he enquired, indicating with 
a wave of his hand a choice of three or four counters. “ F want 
to try that pink dress in the window,” I said. 

” Ladies’ Modes ? Certainly, Madam. Miss Smith, take 
Madam to the Ladies’ Modes.” A fuzzy-haired young woman 
with a heavy cold ushered me through a curtain into a little room 
at the back of the shop, containing two mirrors and an ash-tray. 
She brought me the dress and stood snivelling while I struggled 
into it. It might have been worse, even though it did make one 
think of 1920, when waists were somewhere round the hips. 
It would have to do for Chilford, though I doubted whether 
Bessie could possibly be jealous of Jim going out with a pink 
sateen dress that ended in a girlish frill about six inches from the 
ground. 

“ ril take it,” I said, in spile of having just caught sight of my 
back view. 

” It looks lovely'' said the sniffing one, sadly—” Ever so 
stylish.” 

I smuggled it home and up to my room, and stored it carefully 
^ in the tin suitcase. I had decided that I couldn’t possibly change 
at Chilford House without being discovered, so when the great 
day arrived, I borrowed Nellie’s bicycle, giving them to under- 
stand that I had a heavy date with the policeman, and rode off 
after tea with my ball gown in a shopping bag on the handlecars. 

The ” Green Man ” at Chilford provided me with a small 
dim room, in which I changed and did my face and hair as best 
I could. I felt far more terrified than a debutante at a state ball 
as I descended to the Private Bar where I was to meet Jim. 

” How do I look ? ” I asked him, as I sipped my port and 
lemon. 

” You look grand,” he said, chivalrously but doubtfully. He 
himself was looking smart and shiny in a blue serge suit, and I felt 
quite proud as we entered the village hall, gay with twists of 
coloured paper and bells left over from Christmas. “ The 
' Four Happy Harmonists,” in co-respondent shoes, were swinging 
it to the ” Lily of Laguna,” so I took off my coat and Jim and I 
ventured a genteel foxtrot. 

After about five minutes he suddenly pinched me, and I came 
to With a start from the trance that the combination of music and 
the small of his hair oil was producing. 

” She’s here ! ” he breathed into my ear, and directed my 
gaze to the doorway. A buxom black-eyed girl was entering 
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gaily on the arm of a small creature with red hair and a fatuous 
smile of pride. 

“ Hold me closer, Jim,” I whispered, back, “ don’t forget 
you’ve got lo make her jealous.” 

He clutched me fervently to his bosom, breathing heavily 
and falling over my feet in his emotion. I threw back my head 
with a fascinating smile of careless rapture, and had the satis- 
faction of seeing Bessie’s jaw drop and her eyes blaze as we *" 
glided across her view. She tossed her head and danced oflf with 
Ginger, steering him deftly, as he was too small to see over her 
shoulder. 

In the interval, 1 made Jim get me some fizzy lemonade, and 
sit by me in an attentive way, though his eyes kept swivelling 
round to where Bessie was chatting brightly and glancing at 
him covertly when she thought he wasn’t looking. 

My plan worked even quicker than I expected. One more 
passionate polka with Jim, and Bessie could contain herself 
no longer. At the end of the dance I skipped out of the door, 
and when 1 returned, five minutes later, the deed had been done. 

The pair of them were waltzing together, and if their feet were 
not always doing the same steps, their dreamy eyes were in perfect 
communion. Ginger had disappeared, presumably to drown his 
sorrows in the ” Green Man.” Jim didn’t even see me as he 
floated past esctatically, so, having done my good deed, and 
feeling rather de tropy 1 decided to go home. 

It was starling to rain when I got outside, and I was hanged 
if 1 was going to bicycle a mile and a half in ” my Ladies’ Modes.” 

I felt I was entitled to some reward for my evening’s work, so I 
hopped round to the public-house yard where Jim had left the 
Daimler, and drove myself home in style. 

After all he had Love, so 1 didn’t see why I shouldn’t have 
Luxury, 


Life was almost too gay. Not long after the village dance, I 
began to hear talk of what was apparently an annual event at ^ 
Chilford House — a Servants’ Ball at Whitsun. The house was 
to be full again over the long week-end, and family, guests, and 
staff would iTjingle with a great deal of embarrassment on all 
sides, and dance in the big hall to the strains of the Happy 
Harmonists. 

TI i re was a lot of discussion and excitement in the kitchen 
regions. Mildred and the pantry maid had returned in prepara- 
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tion for the house party, and a stout old charlady came every 
day and swelled our gathering at the lunch table. 

Nellie was going to wear red taffeta at the dance, and was 
hoping to pinch the broken-nosed Teddy from Mildred, who had 

had conspicuous success with him the year „ 

“ Did he reely kiss you behind the coats in the lobby, Mil . 
she said one day when we were, as usual, discussing the topic oi 

the hour. ^ , 

“ Mm,” said Mildred, blushing furiously. , - 

“ How lovely. Wait till he sees me in me red. He 11 go tor 

-‘‘pHCe b:fbre'atn>”said Miss Biggs. - Don’t talk 

Who'’el’si^fs"'going to be there, anyway ? ” Nellie asked 
Dawkes. “ Any guests coming except pot-bellied old geezers 

One oTtwo,” said Dawkes, who had evidently been th^oi^h 
his employers* entire correspondence on the subject. Mr. 
and Mrs. Wilson-George-that dame with 

the Gregorys-dirty spongers-meari as hell no tip from them. 
A bloke from London — friend of Mr. Teddy s, 1 think 

“ New blood, eh ? What’s his name ? ^ _ . 

“ Let’s see. Robin something or other— Brook— no Burke, 

*^^UyeTwere turned on me as I choked on a fishbone and was 
ve^ nilrly sick on the table. I fled from the room, t^nkful 
for an excuse to hide my horror. This was terrible . What a 
ghastly situation, to be cook in the house where one of the guesU 
was to be an old flame of two years ago, and to come f-f ® 

with him at the Servants’ Ball wearing pmk 
^trao shoes I could not possibly go to the dance. Apart frona 
the emb^rassment of mei^ting him it would lead to all sorts of 
iomoSons^nd explanations below stairs. On the morning 
o?^ ?an" I appear'ed at breakfast with -V ^^e^'^f 
bandaged and encased in a carpet slipper. Tliere were cries or 

sympathetic enquiry from all sides. _ “ just my 

“Spilt some boiling water on it, J explained. Just y 

rotten luck. No dancing for me. Miss Biggs 

“ Well vou are a wounded warrior ! cried Miss uiggs 

“ Never mrnd, you shall sit with me, and we’ll watch the you g 
'"^^w'^^dtapportedTo hear that she was not going to danc^ 

s;; 


Just my 
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to come to the rotten show if I can't dance. I shall go to bed 
and pray for you all." 

I really was disappointed at not being able to go ; I had been' 
looking forward to my spot of gaiety. It w'as just like Robin to 
turn up at a time like this. He had always been possessed of a 
charming lack of tact. 

I hopped and limped about the kitchen all day, and my other 
leg became quite crippled under the strain. I had been very 
busy for the past few days making refreshments, and there was 
still a lot to do on the day of the dance. By five o’clock I was 
thankful to sink into a chair and revive myself with tea. The 
others looked pretty dead too, they had been hard at it all day 
under the eye of Mrs. Lewis, and Nellie voiced the feelings of 
everybody when she said : 

" I'm not sure that this hop isn't more trouble than it’s worth. 

I feel more like goin’ to bed and sleeping for a week than prancing 
round the ball room on me poor dogs." 

" Hear, hear," said Rose. " I quite envy Mrs. D. her scaldn,” 
Dawkes, who had gone to answer the telephone, came back at 
this moment, and said gleefully to Nellie : 

" Got a disappointment for you, my girl. Mr. Burke’s 
just 'phoned to say his car's broke down and he won't be here 
till morning." " Oh, it's too much.” said Nellie, pouting. 

Just when I was all set for Romance. I shall have to make a 
go for that sissy curate. It’s me last chance." 

1 W'as delighted. All I had to do now was to effect a quick 
and plausible cure on my foot and I would be able to go after 
all. 


I got up and went to the door, reducing my limp considerably 

" My foot's c\cr so much better this evening," I said briehtiv* 

" 1 think ni just pop up and put some more ointment on h 

1 might be able to come to-night after all. You never know I 

might cut you out with the curate yet, Nell." * 

They seemed to take this all right, so as the evening drew on, 

1 giadually got less and less lame. Each time somebody poked 

then- head into the kitchen to say : " How's the foot ? ” I gave 

more and more cheering bulletins, till at last I w'as able to 

announce that 1 was coming after all, " if my foot doesn’t turn 
on me. 

There was no proper dinner to cook for the dining-room ■ 
they had a cold buffet m order to give us a chance to get cleared 
up and changed by nine o'clock, when the guests w’ere due to 
ai ris^e. Both servants and employers had been asked from houses 
in the neighbourhood ; class consciousness would be thrown 
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to the winds, and a good time enjoyed by all. After dinner 
Dawkes and the girls had to put out the refreshments and 
drinks on long tables in the dining room, and Polly and I con- 
verted the servants’ hall into a ladies’ cloakroom for the visiting 
maids. 

We all went up to change and there was much giggling and 
shrieking and running in and out of each other’s rooms to lend 
a hand with pins and give gasping admiration. My pink con- 
coction had quite a success. “ Sweetly pretty ” was the verdict. 
I had to keep away from Nellie, as it clashed horribly with her 
red. She had gone very festive about the hair. She had curled 
it tightly with the tongs and then brushed it out into a stiff frizz, 
into which artificial poppies were stuck at random. 1 thought 1 
would like to give myself a new coiffure, so I rashly chopped some 
off the front with nail scissors, and, borrowing Nellie's tongs, 
gave myself a fringe like a pantomime juvenile. We all collected 
in the kitchen, pushing and nudging, and much too shy to take 
the plunge through the green baize door. 

Polly was wearing a trailing black lace dress that was too big 
for her, and hung on her skinny frame as if it would fall off at 

any moment. I think it must have once belonged to Lady W 

for it was certainly not a dress for anyone under seventy, but 
Polly had added glamour to it by spilling a bottle of vile smelling 
Ashes of Roses over herself. She was scared stiff and clutched 
me in a panic when Dawkes swished into the room, resplendent 
and Mephistophelian in white tie and tails, and said : “ Get a 
move on, the beauty chorus ; the Bish. wants to open the ball 
with Miss Biggs.” 

He led us giggling and Jostling into the hall, where the Happy 
Harmonists were in full swing, and a terrifying number of rather 
blase-looking people in evening dress were standing about in a 
tired way. We clustered by the stairs like sheep, wondering what 
to do with our hands, and were joined by the nurses, self- 
conscious but fearfully genteel in lace or art crepe, with a* great 
many scarves and handkerchiefs trailing about. Etiquette 
demanded that Sir Harold should open the ball with Miss Lewis 
while Dawkes seized the eldest daughter of the house, a stout 
matron in black velvet, and trundled her deferentially round the 
room. Once these two couples were started, anyone else could 
dance. A few staff guests had arrived and were coming through 
from the back regions, pushing us forward into the room. Teddy 
made for Mildred, and though Nellie hypnotised the curate with 
her eye, he was much too nervous to attempt anything just yet 
so she accepted a sun-dried colonel from Chittagong and, 
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bounced off with him. Would it be me for the bishop ? I 
wondered, but then a young man with protruding teeth and no 
chin bore down on me and said : “ Will you tread a measure ? ’* 

“ I don’t mind if I do,” I said, wondering whether I had to 
call him ” Sir ” or not. He was not a very good dancer and we 
fell over each other's feet rather a lot. Afterwards he got me 
some lemonade and obviously felt that he had done his duty 
by me. He stood fingering his tie for a little, but could not * 
bring out any conversation from behind those rabbit teeth, 
so hastily disappeared into the crowd leaving me still wearing 
my fixed social smile. 

A footman from Birching Manor approached and whirled 
me efficiently into a waltz. He danced perfectly, and I thought 
be was probably an ex-night Club gigolo. We got on rather 
well together, and he called me ” Toots.” We had another dance, 
and then he suddenly spied a rather lovely expensive-looking 
woman standing by herself ; so he left me hurriedly to grab 
her while he had the chance. After this I danced with a small boy 
of sixteen whose mother made him ask me, and then one or two 
old buffers who thought they were being very gay and devilish. 

A rather forced gaiety had been established, and the dance might 
be said to be going with a swing. Nellie had lost most of the ^ 
poppies from her hair, and Polly's stockings were found her 
ankles. I was really quite enjoying myself, when suddenly every- 
thing turned upside down and my heart missed about twenty 
bciits. There in the doorway, more attractive than ever, stood 
an all too familiar figure. He had evidently got his car mended 
earlier, and had just arrived, for he was not wearing evening 
dress. 

My ancient dancing partner was asking me a question which 
I couldn't answer, as 1 was too busy feeling sick and wondering 
how to escape. Would Robin recognise me ? I saw his eye 
travel over the assembly, looking for his host. I buried my face 
in my old man's shirt front, but 1 saw out of one eye that Robin 
was staring at me with an expression of dawning amazement. 

“ Excuse me,” I gasped, and releasing myself from my 
partner's clutch, I bolted through the crowd like a rabbit, 
burrowing for the safety of the baize door. I didn't care what 
anyone thought, my one idea was to gel away. There was some- 
one on the back stairs, and I couldn't go up there, so I shot into 
the kitchen and flattened myself behind the door. It was not 
long before I heard the clatter of running feet on the stone 
passage, and Robin rushed into the kitchen, and. not seeing me, 
went across the room and through the door that led into the 
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pantry. He would see me if he came back the same way, so I 
escaped and rushed along the passage to the servants’ hall. All 
the rooms in the kitchen quarters led into each other, they made 
three sides of a rectangle, with the long passage as the fourth 
side, and as I went in at one end of the room, Robin appeared 
from the pantry at the other end. “ Hi ! ” he shouted, as I 
retreated hastily, “ Hi, stop ! ” 

I heard a crashing of chairs, as he bounded after me, and I 
came to a skidding stop at the end of the passage, and popped 
into a larder before he could see where I’d gone. I heard' his 
feet in hot pursuit, and he opened a few doors, but I risked it 
and stayed where I was. Eventually he panted into my larder 
and I just had time to escape through the other door into the 
, kitchen before he could grab me. 

“ Stop ! ” he shouted again, as I raced for the pantry. 
“ Monty ! Stop ! What the hell d’you think you’re playing 
at ? ** Round we went again, through pantry and servants’ 
hall, down the passage, into the kitchen, and round again, and 
I was getting exhausted. 

Desperately I pounded down the passage on the last lap, 
turned a corner beyond the kitchen, and went to ground in 
the coal cellar. 

Robin fell through the door and down the steps after me, and 
the rest was a confused delirium of tweed coat, gasps, and coal 

dust. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 

The rest of the week-end was rather a strain on my nerves, 
as I had to cope with Robin, who didn’t seem to take kitchen 
etiquette half seriously enough. I had to speak to him severely 
about penetrating through the green baize door, and finally 
beg and implore him to consider my reputation. 

He came prancing in one day, when Polly was with me in the 

► kitchen, and said Good morning, Cook. I wish to lodp a 

. complaint about the food ; there was a slug in my spinach at 
lunch, and the horse we had for dinner last night was high. 

PoUy goggled and gaped, and I did a lot of shushing and 
•pointing, and said out of the side of my mouth : Shut up . 
She’s not as crazy as all that ; she thinks it all most peculiar 
“ What do you do on your evenings out ? contin^ued Robin, 
unabashed. I threatened him with a carvmg knife, dripping 
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blood from the corpse of a rabbit, and at that moment Mrs. 
Lewis walked in and stopped in her tracks, scandalised. She 
had been unreasonably annoyed about the Teddy episode, but 
this made the chains and crosses on her bosom rise and sink 
with real fury. She had an almost feudal sense of propriety 
and class consciousness, and she apparently thought I was 
“ making free ” with the Gentry, which to her was the ultimate 
offence. It would not have been proper for her to have ticked 
me off in front of one of the guests, and equally well she could 
not turn him out, so she held*her ground, a repressed mass of 
rage, still heaving with a sort of “ Jingle Bells” rhythm. Robin 
just stood grinning sheepishly, and didn't help me out at all. 
It was left to me to do something to break up the petrified 
silence. 

” The gentleman wants some lard for his fishing line,” I said 
wildly, inventing the first thing 1 could think of. It didn’t 
sound any more plausible to Mrs. Lewis than it did to me, how- 
ever, and she turned to Robin with an ironical smile. 

“indeed? And how are the fish rising, Mr. Burke? I 
didn t know Sir Harold had restocked the lake since all the fish 
died last year when the drains leaked in.” 

My untortunate excuse had exhausted my inventive powers, 
so I winked at Robin with the side of my face farthest away 
from Mrs. Lewis and he suddenly came up to the scratch most 
unexpectedly. 

" Oh, well, you know. I wasn't thinking of doing any fishing 
here, unless 1 have a try for the goldfish in the lily pond, ha, ha, 
what ? ” he said heartily, rubbing his hands. ” I’m going up 

to stay on the Tay to-morrow, you see, so I just wanted to get 
my rod ready.” 

“ One of the men could easily have done that for you, sir. 
If you'll tell me where it is I'll get Joseph to see to it at once.” 
She was suspiciously an.xious to see the mythical rod, and kept 
turning her searching gaze from me to Robin in her effort to 
discover whether we were deceiving her. 

“Oh, no, Mrs. Lewis, please don't bother," he said hastily, 

you sec. It's a very special rod, my grandfather gave it me last 
year and I don't really like anyone else to handle it, thanks 
^vlLilly all the same— er— yes— er— well— thanks again ” 

He sidled to the door and bolted out, having done his bit, even if 
he did lorgct to take the lard. Mrs. Lewis was still slightly 
dubious, but she left it at that and reverted to the other little 
bone that 5ne had come down to the kitchen to pick with me It 
was only a small matter of removing the fat from soup before 
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sending it into the dining-room, but she elaborated it into quite a 
criminal olfence, and left me crushed and apologetic. 

The house parly broke up bn the evening of Whit-Monday, 
and I breathed a sigh of relief when I got rid of the embarrass- 
ment of Robin. He managed to drive away when Mrs. Lewis 
wasn’t about, so that she wouldn’t notice the absence of the 
fishing-rod, and I really thought that nobody suspected anything, 
except perhaps Polly, and she didn’t count. A rude shock was 
in store for me, however. 

One day at lunch Nellie started to talk about a book she had 
got out of the twopenny library. “ Ever so lovely, it is, makes me 
cry buckets.” 

“ What’s it about ? ” asked Mrs. Coombe, the charlady, 
who couldn’t read or write her own name, but nevertheless 
took a deep interest in literature. 

“ It’s all about a Dook hoo falls in love with one of his mother’s 
maids. Her pride is her barrier, and she turns him down, but 
he wears her down with obstinate persistence, and they elope. 
Mind you, he does the right thing by her, it’s that sort of book.” 

“ Isn’t that beautiful ? ” said Mrs. Coombe, gazing round 
the table with moist eyes. ‘ ‘ Wish I was educated like you, Nell. 
^ My Will’s a rare one for books, though ; he sometimes reads 
me the comical pieces in the papers — ’Itler and that. What do 
they call your tale ? ” 

** Flames of Desire** 

Dawkes gave a scornful guffaw. ‘‘ Fancy you stuffing your- 
self with that rot. You’ll get ideas above your station, my girl. 
No toff ever did right by a skivvy yet, in my experience. The 
other thing perhaps, and not a ’undred miles from this spot 

neither.” ,, 

“Why, whatever do you. mean, Mr. Dawkes ? ” said ffie 

charlady, and Nellie said : “ ’Ere, ’ere, ere, what you getting 

at, you nasty old man ? ” , , . j 

“ Oh, no offence, no offence,” he said, and they calmed down, 

thinking that this was just another of his usual incidental coarse- 
nesses, but I suddenly realised with a shock of horror that he 
V was having a dig at me. His narrowed eyes were fixed on me and 
said, as clearly as if he had spoken : “ I got something on you. 

my girl ” 

He had evidently discovered the harmless truth of my little 
secret, and had characteristically inferred the worst. Why is Jt 
that one always blushes when one is innocent ? Nobody else 
noticed my loss of composure, but Dawkes obvious y thought 
it was an indication of guilt. The bell rang from the library. 
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and he treated me to a slow and extremely sinister wink before 
rising and leaving the room. I felt quite sick at the thought of 
the ideas that were churning in the slime of his filthy mind. 

I decided that I would tackle him and vindicate my honour at 
the earliest opportunity. 

He purposely avoided seeing me alone for a day or two, until 
he considered that he had got me sufficiently worked up by 
suggestive glances and odd words thrown here and there, 
unnoticed by the others, but most unnerving for me. 

One afternoon, however, as I was going down through the 
shrubbery for a moody stroll in the park, he suddenly slid out 
from behind a laurel bush and fell into step beside me. 

“ Well ? ” I said, walking on without turning my head. 

“ Well — Monty ? *’ he replied insinuatingly. “ I’ve 

got a pretty tale stored up inside here,” tapping his head. Who 
am I goin’ to tell it to, eh ? Mrs. Lewis, she might be amused, 
and why not Sir ’arold himself ? He always appreciates my funny 
stories.” 

” Why, you dirty, double-crossing rat ! ” I said, having spent 
my last half-day seeing a gangster film at the local cinema, 
” there’s not a bit of truth in your filthy insinuations, and you 
can’t prove a thing.” 

” Oho ! So 1 suppose you and Mr. Burke are total strangers, 
eh ? Nothing between you at all ? ” 

“ More or less. ” 

” Well, I seen what I seen, and I’m damned if I’m going to 
keep it to myself. Unless ” 

” Unless what ? ” 

‘‘ You know what. You gotter make it worth my while, 
see ? ” 

We had come to the gate into the park by now, and I opened 
it, trying to keep calm, and went through, leaving him to shut 
it, and follow me over the long grass. 

” I'm still not scared,” I said, when he had caught me up. 
” I’ve got a perfectly clear conscience in spite of you trying to 
make me nervous. I’ll tell you the whole truth, as I’ve really 
got nothing to hide. Mr. Burke and I were friends not so very 
long ago, and h:; recognised me and wanted to talk to me. 
There’s nothing f'n that. It’s all perfectly normal.” 

” Go on ! ” laughed Dawkes derisively. “ Tell that to some- 
one else. Who’s going to believe that Mr. Burke had a platonic 
and social acquaintance with a cook ? Them things don't happen 
outsid: of Nellie’s books.” 

” But don’t you see ? ” I began, but stopped, as it was 
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hopeless to try and explain. I was all confused, and couldn't 
cope with the situation. One’s education doesn’t provide for 
dealing with things like blackmail. The safest way was to be 
thoroughly up-stage, so I said icily : “ I refuse to discuss the 
matter any further,” quickened my steps to get away from him, 
and, tripping over a mole-hill, sat down heavily on the wet 
grass. 

'' “ Well, dearie,” said Dawkes, when he had recovered from his 

transports of mirth, “ I’ll give you a little time to think it over. 
We’ll come to terms to-morrow. Meanwhile, I got me work to 
do. Ta-ta ! Sweet dreams ! ” He strode away on his long legs, 
looking like a man-eating spider, and I remained where 1 was, 
getting damper and damper while I grappled with a desire to 
yell and scream with rage. 

That night I slept on it, as the saying is, and, waking early, 
found the solution crystal-clear in my brain. I would pack up 
my tin suitcase and go. Once I had given notice, it would not 
really be worth Dawkes’ while to broadcast his bit of dirt, and 
even if he did, I should not be there long enough for it to affect 
me. I had put aside quite a tidy little nest-egg out of my wages, 
as the pink creation had been almost my only expenditure, 
t and I was not going to be blackmailed into parting with it. 
Although I had had a highly diverting and illuminating time at 
Chilford House, I felt I could do with a sight of my home again ; 
there was so much to tell everyone, and I really was getting very 
sick of my clothes. 

When Mrs. Lewis came into the kitchen that morning, I took 
a deep breath, and said : “ I’m afraid I must give notice. We 
have sickness at home ; my sister’s been taken with Pneumonia. 
Double, it is.” 

” Well, that is aggravating,” she said. ” I don’t like having 
to make changes all the time. Are you sure you must go ? 

“ Of course I must,” 1 said, as deeply affronted as if my sister 
really were lying at death’s door and calling for me. People 
don’t have Double Pneumonia every day, you know.” 

“ Oh, dear, it really is too trying. I suppose you’ll stay until 

^ I can get someone to fill your place ? ” 

“ Oh, yes, of course, if you get someone quite soon,” I said. 
“ Why don’t you try locally, in Exeter or somewhere ? It 
would save a lot of time.” I marvelled at the way I was actually 
daring to dictate to her. Now that I was soon going to be out 
of her power, her domination didn’t impress me at all, and when 
she said : “ That will do, I know my own business, thank you,” 

I merely laughed vulgarly as she went out of the room. 
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That know-all, Dawkes, knew almost as soon as I did that 1 
had given notice, and I was careful to keep out of his way until 
I could get some intimation from Mrs. Lewis of when I would 
be able to go. His face was black with rage at lunch-time and 
he hardly spoke a word. Once or twice he opened his mouth as 
if he were going to denounce me publicly, but thought better of 
it, and evidently decided to wait and see whether he couldn’t, 
after all, get something out of me. 

Jim Driver was told otf to take Mrs. Lewis into Exeter in the 
afternoon, so she had evidently taken my suggestion, and when 
she got back, I had the honour and distinction of being sum- 
moned to her room. It was rather a nuisance, as I was very 
involved at the moment with a Dressed Crab, about which Mrs. 
Beeton and my French cookery book were contradicting each 
other. However, the opportunity of seeing the temple of prayer 
was not to be missed, so I sped upstairs, wiping my hands on 
my apron. 1 knocked at the door, and went in, to find Mrs. 
Lewis sitting at her desk, still wearing an unsociable black hat 
of shiny straw, perched high on her head. I had expected to find 
a mass of religious pictures, effigies, prie-dieux and so forth, 
but, if Mrs. Lewis prayed to any images, it must have been to 
the unflattering portraits of a host of fearsome relatives which 
covered the walls and furniture. The men were mostly whiskered, 
or walrus-moustaclied, with liair en brossc, and the women large, 
black, and forbidding. They were the sort of photographs 
that always give the impression that the people in them have 
departed this life, not so much from the age of the picture, but 
from the general air of the improbability of their being human ; 
and if this lot weren't dead, they certainly ought to have been. 

I dctaciicd my gaze from Uncle Hugo on the mantelpiece, in 
the full-dress uniform of an undertaker's mute, as Mrs. Lewis 
was addressing me. 

1 am thankful to say that I have found someone in Exeter 
wlio will more than adequately fill your place. 1 have arranged 
for her to arrive to-morrow afternoon, and I should like you to 
show her the routine, such as you have followed, and where to lay 
her hands on everything, so please put the kitchen in order. 
Tlien you can go by the evening train. You have not had your 

so, as you are leaving without notice, 
the question of ntoney does not arise.” 

I didn't think she was being kind to someone whose nearest 
and dearest was dying of pneumonia, so I said : " O.K.” and 
let her have another of my coarse laughs, which I knew grated 
on her gentility, and, yvith a smirk at Uncle Hugo, went out of 
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the room banging the door behind me. I ran into Dawkes in 
the corridor, and, still feeling vulgarly light-hearted, I button- 
holed him. “ Well, old cock,” I said, ” I'm going to-morrow. 
Whatcher think of that ? Puts an end to your ‘ coming to terms,’ 
don’t it ? ” 

He stood there, biting his thumb savagely. ” 1*11 make your 

name mud before you go, you little B he muttered, ” and 

*' what’s more, I’ll see that it don’t escape your folks neither. 
If you have a respectable family, that is, which I doubt.*’ 

“ Oh, they won’t mind at all,” I said, ” a spot of poison pen 

means nothing to them. So if you ” At this moment, the 

door of Sir Harold’s room suddenly opened, so I fled for the 
back stairs, leaving Dawkes to do his worst on the spot if he 
chose. As a matter of fact, I don’t think he ever said a word to 
anyone — I certainly never heard anything about it. He probably 
never intended from the start to carry out his threat — he thought 
that he would be able to scare me into transferring my pitiful 
little earnings from my pocket to his. He was not really cut out 
for blackmail, for he was too small-souled ever to carry anything 
through. 

A gratifying concern was shown in the servants’, hall 
^ when I announced at supper that I was leaving the next 
day. All except Dawkes, who again sat cloaked in rage, 
showed a deep and slightly morbid interest in the Double 
Pneumonia story. 

“Pneumonia ?” said Miss Biggs, with sad relish, ” that’s 
bad. They do say that even if it doesn’t bring you to your grave, 
it leaves its mark on you for life. Has she had her crisis yet, 
poor soul ? ” “ Coming at any moment, I believe,” 1 said 
earnestly. “ It’s a pity she didn’t have it right at the beginning.” 
she went on, “ otherwise the disease takes its toll of your strength. 
-My aunt took Pneumonia three years ago, and the crisis didn’t 
come for quite a time, and afterwards she couldn’t keep a thing 
down, and there are certain foods she can’t hold to this day, if 
you’ll pardon my mentioning it.” 

“ I’m sure we’re ever so sorry for you, Mrs. D.,” said Nellie, 
^ ” it’s a real shame you've got to go, just when wc was all getting 
on so well together. Wc shall miss you, shan’t we, girls ? ” 

The murmur of assent wasn’t deafening, but it was enough, 
with Nellie’s genuine sentiments, to make me fee! rather mean 
to be getting their sympathy undeservedly. 

I excused myself early, saying that I must go and pack, fo: 

I did not feel equal to staying for the usual gossip over the fire 
to the accompaniment of a medley of clicks fiipni Miss Biggs 
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knitting needles, teeth, and stay-bones. As T didn’t know 
anything about Pneumonia, it was getting a bit difficult to discuss 
the symptoms of the case with that wealth of detail that seemed 
to be expected. 

When I got upstairs, I discovered that three of my aprons 
were at the wash. I would ask Nellie to send them on to me, as 
I was not going to have the paragon from Exeter, whose name 
appeared to be Mrs. Macbonn, swanking round the place in 
them. I set my alarm for an earlier hour than usual as I would 
have quite a lot to do to-morrow if I was to get the kitchen and 
larders into good enough order to save my self-respect when she 
arrived. The combination of Polly and me was not one cal- 
culated to make for cleanliness or tidiness. Apart from the 
fact that we were both messy by nature, I never seemed to have 
time to put anything away in its right place, and though any 
governess will tell you that it is just as quick to put a thing where 
it should go as where it should not, I have never found it so. 
When it means making treks down stone passages to put cheese 
in one larder and eggs in another, to satisfy the dictates of tradi- 
tion, it becomes very unpractical. 

When I woke for the last time in my little room, and inhaled its 
well-know n smell with my first conscious breath, I felt quite a 
pang of regret at leaving these familiar surroundings. I felt it 
even more when I got up and went to the window to take a 
last look at the long stretch of green lawn and parkland, damp 
and fresh in the clean air of early morning. However, I had 
more important things to do than stand around in my night- 
dress admiring the beauties of nature. Polly was not yet about 
when I got downstairs, so I started in on the store cupboards 
in the kitchen, which were in a hopeless mess. None of the 
various tins, which held such things as spices and seasonings, 
seemed to have their lids on properly, and the paper on the 
shelves was encrusted with a sticky mixture of spillings from 
everywhere. I would have to put fresh paper down, so I took 
everything out, and all sorts of treasures turned up in odd corners. 
I discovered a lump of cheese walking about with its outside 
covered with a decorative green fluff, and a jar of pickles, with 
grass growing on the top, and probably mushrooms too. All 
the sugars and things were in their wrong containers, and there 
was an old, unopened packet of Demarara hard as rock, which 
1 had to attack with rolling-pin. All this took time, and I only 
managed to get one cupboard superficially respectable, before it 
was time to start cooking the breakfast. Polly was on hands 
and knees as usual ; she always cleaned floors in preference to 
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anything else, as she seemed to prefer being on all fours — back 
to nature, I suppose. 

Feeling a last-minute mellowness towards everyone, I hashed 
up a most appetising kedgeree for the dining-room, accompanied 
by large, whole kidneys, whose juicy succulence was in no way 
impaired by the fact that I had dropped them off the grill on to 
the floor in my zeal. I even had a belated rush of tenderness for 
^ the nurses, and enlivened their boiled haddock with a few 
tomatoes. My bonhomie didn’t extend as far as Mrs. Lewis, 
however, as she had already made herself a nuisance by demand- 
ing an omelette, so I decided to let her wait for it until I had done 
all the breakfasts. Her bell began to ring before I had finished 
cooking our kippers, and continued to peal intermittently till 
Nellie went up to calm her down. She came back to the kitchen 
to report : “ ‘ Where’s my breakfast ? ’ -she says. ‘ It’s ten 
minutes late ! ’ I felt like telling her to pray for it — Manna, you 
know — but I daresay she can’t pray on an empty stomach, so 
buck up, dearie, or I shall get what for, and you won’t be the 
only one around here to get the push.” 

” What do you mean ? ” I said, affronted. ” I didn’t get the 
^ sack, I give in my notice.” 

^ ” Only my fun, ducks, only my fun. Oh, for God’s sake ! ” 

as the bell started again. ” She’s at it again. Get a move on 
before we all go cuckoo.” 

I obliged, and left the kippers, to throw an untidy looking 
omelette- together, and Polly clattered away with the tray. 

Mrs. Lewis behaved exactly as if it was a day like any other 
when she came down to order the food. She never unbent to 
me at all in view of my imminent departure ; I supposed I 
should see her to say good-bye later on. I wondered whether I 

would have to say good-bye or anything to Lady W before 

I left, but as I had never even said hullo when I arrived, it seemed 
a little unnecessary. 

I put Polly on to cleaning out the larders and making them 
look a bit more sanitary. I myself had to tidy away everything 
in my bedroom, as well as do a lot of cooking, so I couldn’t do 
^ any more in the kitchen, and only hoped that Mrs. Macbonn 
wouldn’t be too critical. 

She arrived soon after lunch, tall, gaunt, and grim, with a hold- 
all grasped in each of her bony red hands and a man’s felt hat 
skewered to her iron-grey bun by a steel hatpin. She was 
desperately efficient. She marched up to her room straight away 
to gird herself for the fray, and came down looking like an 
* armoured car in the starchiest and most aggressive apron ever 
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seen. I gave her several rather sickly grins of an unnatural 
heartiness in an effort to jolly her up, but it was no good. She 
tramped behind me as I took her on a tour of the kitchens, 
commenting only in disapproving monosyllables. She hardly 
glanced at the cupboard that I had turned out that morning, but 
fixed a steely gaze on such things as the spoon drawer, -and the 
other store cupboard, which I hadn’t had time to do. Polly 
had evidently got sick of cleaning out larders, for she had • 
abandoned the last one half-way through. She had put the food 
on to the floor in order to scrub the shelves and there it still sat : 
a ham, an apple pie, three cold sausages, and a piece of Gruy^re, 
mutely imploring Mrs. Macbonn not to be too hard on it. 

When we got back to the kitchen we faced each other in the 
middle of the floor, and I smiled deprecatingly, but she just 
gave me one long withering look of pity, and then, turning away, 
was suddenly transformed into a whirling dynamo of frenzied 
activity. She fell on the cupboard like a madwoman, and started 
to clear out its contents with raking sweeps. “ Pardon,” she 
said, knocking into me as I got in her way. “ Granted,” I 
replied, and removed myself dispiritedly to the servants’ hall, 
where 1 sat kicking the table legs and listening to her hurrying 
back and forth among the larders and pantries on her purgative ^ 
mission. 

I had meant to offer to help her cook the dinner, but now I 
saw that I should be more of a hindrance. She ‘had taken 
complete possession of my kitchen, so she could jolly well stew 
in her own juice. When tea-time came, however, I thought I 
had belter go in and tell her about heating up the scones that I 
had made. 1 1 was superfluous as she had already discovered them, 
and though they were, admittedly, a bit moth-eaten, I was 
distinctly outraged when 1 saw that she had gone so far as to 
throw them away and make a fresh batch of her own. When I 
went in she was just taking them out of the oven, with much 
deft flourishing of cloths and oven trays, and I was even more 
infuriated to see that she had made a perfect batch, risen up to a 
beautiful lightness, all neat and shapely, with glazed brow'n tops. 
Swallowing my jealous resentment, I forced myself to say 
brightly : “ What lovely scones, Mrs. Macbonn ! I’m afraid 
you're putting me to shame.” 

” Ah well,” she said tight-lipped, “ you'll learn some day, I 
expect.” 

I’m afraid you found the place rather untidy,” I pursued, 
mortifying myself still further for the good of my soul. 

She became even more righteous ; ” Well, of course, it’s 
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not at all what I’ve been accustomed to, but I’ll soon get things 
straight, I daresay. I'm afraid I never could do with disorder 
round me, but we can’t all be made the same way. Where’s 
the kitchen-maid ? Surely she should be here helping me ? ” 

“ I always let her go off in the afternoon, as there really isn’t 
much to do. She’s a bit — you know — ” I tapped my forehead, 
“ and she likes to wander about outside. She’ll be back in time 
^ for tea.” 

“ Well, we’ll soon alter that," said Mrs. Macbonn grimly. 
“ There are one or two things that will have to be reorganised 
around here, I can see that.” 

I wished her joy of reorganising Polly, who would undoubtedly 
go over the top at the first word ; but I also felt desperately 
sorry for the poor girl at the mercy of this horse-faced woman. 

” Oh, please " I begged, "please be nice to Polly. She means 
so well, and she can’t help being a bit peculiar. You’ll upset her 
dreadfully if you say anything to her, so please do be kind.” 

” I hope I shall treat her with the fairness which I am accus- 
tomed to show to those around me,” she said, raising the iron- 
grey bars of her eyebrows ; ” we should all get what we deserve 
in this life, no more, no less. Incompetence or slovenliness is 
^abhorrent to me.” There was not much hope for poor Poll 
then, so I gave it up and went into the servants’ hall where the 
others were sitting waiting for their tea. 

” What’s she like ? ” asked Rose, making a face in the 
direction of the kitchen. 

” Oh, divine,” I said, “ you’ll love her merry little ways.” 

Mrs. Macbonn came in at this moment, followed by Nellie 
bearing the teapot. ‘‘ Where do I sit, please ? ” she enquired, 
and was given my seat beside Dawkes, while I went and sat 
below the salt with Polly. The atmosphere was rather strained. 
For one thing, Dawkes was still broody as long as I was about, 
and the Macbonn was unpromising material for whoopee. 
Stiff as a girder, she sat dispensing tea, our polite conversational 
remarks rebounding off her like bullets off sheet-iron. To-morrow 
was Sunday, and Miss Biggs was talking about the vicar’s 

'% beautiful sermons. ^ - 

“Perhaps you would like to come with me to church, Mrs. 

Mactart ? ” she said kindly. ” Lady W always sends us 

in the Morris with Joseph. May I ask what persuasion you are ? 

“ Thank you,” said Mrs. Macbonn, turning not only her head 
but her whole body round to Miss Biggs, ‘‘ but I live my religion 
in my life. If I wish to say my prayers I can perfectly well do 

so in an open field.” ' 
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The staggering vision that this conjured up definitely quenched 
the feeble spark of conversation, and though one or two people 
tried to revive it by tentative throat clearings, it was no good. I 
looked at the clock and was thankful to see that it was time for 
me to go and get my things on if I was to catch my train. When 
I came down again Mrs. Macbonn had retired to the kitchen, 
so I was able to say good-bye to the others in a less restrained 
atmosphere. Dawkes had gone to remove the drawing-room tea, • 
so, when no one was looking, I placed on his chair the inverted 
drawing-pin that I had been saving up for this purpose. Prep- 
school humour can sometimes be very satisfying even if one is 
not present at the denouement. 

I shook hands all round ; we were suddenly very shy of one 
another and could only say : “ Well, good-bye — take care of 
yourself, good-bye — good luck, and — well — good-bye.” I 
popped my head round the kitchen door to wave to Mrs. Mac- 
bonn, who was pounding steak with brutal thoroughness, and 
she favoured me with a sort of reserved fascist salute, but her 
face muscles wouldn't run to a smile. 

Joseph was taking me to the station as Jim was out in the car. 

I had already said good-bye to him, and received his renewed 
thanks for my part in his romance, which was now going 
swimmingly ; he had bought Bessie a ring, and she even spoke 
of him as ” my financy in the motor business.” 

The tin suit-case once more found a resting-place in the piggery, 
and, climbing up beside Joseph, I fell back on to the seat as he 
let in the clutch with a jerk, and we roared up the back drive 
and away from Chilford House for ever. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 

When i got home I found it extremely difficult to resume my 
normal life again. Having been surrounded for so long by the 
atmosphere of domestic service I felt like a fish out of water, s 
and even to sleep in a decent bed felt peculiar. I thought I 
might as well go on doing a bit of work while I was in the mood 
for it. I didn’t want to get another job through ” Jobfinders ” 
if it meant paying commission, but it was another matter when 
they rar^ me. up and offered me “casual labour.” I enquired 
very sh-; .^nily whether they wanted commission on it, and the 
woman at the oth’ir end evidently thought this in very bad taste. 
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for she replied in a pinched voice : “ No, we do not,” and 
rang off. 

She had offered me two jobs. The first was to cook and wait at 
a dinner for six people in a flat off Edgware Road, I got on 
to Mrs. Drew, the prospective hostess, and she fluttered and 
stuttered at me through the telephone in a futile but amiable 
way. 

“ You must think it very stupid of me,” she said, ” but I 
simply don’t know anything about cooking, and my maid 
suddenly has to go to her uncle’s funeral. Just on the day when I 
had planned this dinner. It’s too late to put the guests off now, 
and I do so want it to be a tremendous success. Could you really 
manage the cooking and waiting by yourself ? ” 

I said ” Yes ” automatically, although I should have added, 
“ Not without a lot of chaos.” 

” How splendid^'"' said Mrs. Drew. “ I’ll have everything 
ready for you. My maid is going to tell me what I should order 
before she goes. You will be sure to come in good time, won’t 
you ? What time will you get here ? ” 

I asked her how much there would be to cook, and a lot of 
rustling went on at the other end, and she even dropped the 
^ telephone before she answered : ‘‘ Oh dear, I’ve gone and lost 
the list, but 1 think I can remember. Soup, I thought, to start 
with, or did I finally decide on grape-fruit ? No, it was soup 
because I remember thinking ‘ how warming.’ Grape-fruit is 
refreshing, of course, and rather party-like, too, don’t you 
think ? I wonder ” 

” I should have grape-fruit,” I said decisively, thinking to 
save myself trouble. 

” Do you think so ? Very well then, let me just write that 
down. I’m afraid you’ll think me very stupid, but my memory’s 
so terrible. I simply can’t remember what else 1 decided on. 
That list ” 

” Well, shall I come along the day after to-morrow, at about 
half-past four, and you can tell me then ? ” I said, as I was 
getting sick of the ravings and gaspings that were coming over 

% the air. 

“ Oh, yes, that will be splendid. The day after to-morrow then 

half-past four. Splendid — I do hope She still didn t 

seem able to ring off. so I said ” Good-bye ” firmly and planked 
down my receiver. 

The other job that the agency had offered me was to be a 
waitress at a cocktail party, which I understood was to be in the 
nature of a celebration for an engaged couple. I rang up Mrs^ 
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Elkington, the mother of the bride-to-be, and she put on a 
suspicious voice and said she must see me before she engaged me, 
in case I was covered with sores or something, I suppose. The 
party was not for a week’s time, but I thought I might as well 
get the inspection over at once, so I arranged to go along to her 
house near Sloane Square that afternoon. I decided that, to 
make a change and to pander to the finicky sound of Mrs. 
Elkington’s voice, I would be a very superior parlour-maid, i 
deadly refined, and expecting to be addressed by my surname. 

I discarded Ye Oldc Blacke Hatte for once and got myself up 
neat, plain, and prosperous, and it all seemed to go down quite 
well with Mrs. Elkington. 

She was sitting in her large drawing-room, surrounded by 
patterns of stuff, lists, and catalogues and all the paraphernalia 
that float about when a wedding is being arranged. I sat bolt 
upright on a chair rising out of a sea of tissue-paper, and told 
her that I had practically spent my life handing round trays. 

“ What is your name ? ” she enquired at the end of the 
interview. 

“ Plover, madam,*’ I answered, making a bad-smell-under-thc- 
nose face. 

She seemed quite impressed by this, so my hours of hunting • 
through the telephone book had not been wasted. 

“ Do you wish me to wear mai black or mai blue, madam ? ’* 

“ Black, please, with a cap, of course. Well, that’s all. 
Plover, 1 shall expect you here on Tuesday at five o'clock, 
then.” 

As I was going down the stairs a very pretty dark girl passed 
me on her Nsay up and raised her eyebrows at me in disinterested 
enquiry. She had a large diamond on her engagement finger so 
I supposed she was the bride-to-be. She looked a bit sulky, 
and not particularly happy — perhaps it was a manage de 
convcuancc. 

Mrs. Drew was my more immediate concern, however, so I 
ceased to be Plover and prepared to do battle in Edgwarc Road. 

I had not worn my uniform for some time, and I had forgotten 
just how dirty and weatherbeaten it was. I retrieved it from ^ 
where it was lying in a crumpled ball at the bottom of a drawer 
and ironed it and tried to sponge off some of the worst hall- 
marks of drudgery. I had had to cook in it when I was a 
*“ general." covering the frills with a large gingham apron which 
1 removed at the last minute so as to be able to transform myself 
from cook to parlour-maid when I had to take in the dishes. 

I went along to Edgwarc Road in my blue as I w'anted to 
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keep the black to be Plover in. Mrs. Drew was out when I 
arrived, but she had told the porter to let me in, and had left 
a long rambling note for me on the kitchen table. The menu for 
dinner was written out, interspersed with such remarks as : 
“ When baker comes, please order one large white and one small 
brown or wholemeal if he has it, or currant ditto.” ” Do not 
use best butter. Marg. and lard in cupboard.” ” Can you stuff 
duck at both ends ? If so, do.” 

She had evidently changed her mind again about the grape- 
fruit, for the dinner was to start with soup after all. Fried fish 
came next, with a shrimp sauce, and then the duck, with 
vegetables. ” Trifle,” said the list after that, ” with a dash of 
sherry, which is behind dustbin under sink,” I thought I had 
better make it at once if it was to get cold by dinner-time. 
Mrs. Drew seemed to have bought the provisions more or 
less efficiently, though there w'as much too much of some things 
and not enough of others. Milk was rather short, so I had to 
make a stodgy trifle that was more sponge-cake than custard. 
I added quite a lot of the rather acid-smelling cooking sherry 
to pep it up a bit and put it into the refrigerator. 

I was getting on quite nicely with the other things when Mrs. 

^ Drew came to disturb my peace, staggering in under armfuls of 
flowers and parcels. She was an untidy little woman, with 
wisps of hair escaping from under her hat, and only one 
glove. 

“ Dropped my other one in the shops somewhere,” she said ; 
” wasn’t it stupid of me ? I went back to look for it, but it was 
so difficult to remember where I’d been that, of course, I never 
found it. I think I’ve got everything now for the dinner — flowers, 
sweets, almonds. What’s in this box, I wonder ? I don’t 
remember buying any biscuits or anything. Oh, no, of course, 
that must be my shoes.” 

” Excuse me, madam,” I said removing them from where she 

had laid them down on the fish. 

“Thank you so much. Are you getting on all right. Miss 
— er ? I shan’t be in your way if I just arrange these flowers, 
shall I ? ” 

* It was not for me to say that I was in the middle of peeling 
vegetables in the sink, so I had to take them out and start on 
something else. For the next few minutes we bumped around 
together in the small kitchen, she chatting disjointedly about the 
dinner and me interjecting “ Pardon,” or “ Excuse me at 
intervals. After a bit I got tired of knocking into her and having 
to reach across or round her every time I wanted something 
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out of the cupboard. I had heard enough to satisfy my curiosity 
about the people who were coming. The guests of honour, 
apparently, were her husband’s boss and liis wife, on whom Mrs. 
Drew was desperately anxious to make an impression, and there 
was another married couple, a sister, thrown in to make weight. 

I went away to lay the table, and when I came back she had 
finished her flowers and was on her knees in front of the open 
oven, poking at the duck with a dubious finger. “ Which end - 
did you stuff it ? ” she asked. ** 

“ You told me to stuff it both ends, madam,” I said 
righteously. 

“ Oh, did I ? So I did. That’s splendid. I do hope it’s going 
to be enough for six people. What do you think ? ” 

I didn’t think it was nearly big enough myself, but there wasn’t 
much point in adding to her anxiety by saying so, so I said : 

“ Ample, madam, excuse me,” and pushed her gently aside to 
baste the puny bird. 

She went off at last to dress, and I started the familiar panic, 
suddenly realising that, as usual, I had left myself too little 
time to get things done. Mrs. Drew didn’t help by flying in 
in her negligee to say : ” Oh dear, you’ve put out the white 
mats and I wanted the green. Didn’t I tell you ? Well, never ^ 
mind. Or have you got time to change them ? ” I found it 
impossible to take things calmly with her flapping around, and 
soon we were both rushing about like a couple of clucking hens, 
working each other up into a state. Mr. Drew came in in the 
middle of it all. He was a large, helpless sort of man, with a 
funny little baby face stuck up on top of his lumbering body, 
and a surprisingly thin high voice. His wife shooed him off 
to change, and after a bit he came into the kitchen with a half- 
bottle of sherry, just one grade higher than the stuff I had put 
into the trifle. He poured it out with great care into six glasses 
and carried them proudly into the drawing-room on a tray. 

I didn’t know what they were going to drink at dinner — I had 
put wine glasses out on spec — so I went in to ask him if I was to 
open any bottles of anything. 

” Here is the wine,” he said proudly, handing me a bottle of 
Empire Burgundy. ^ 

” You devils,” I thought, carrying it away at arm’s length. 

1 took a pretty gloomy view of this dinner party altogether. 

The host and hostess were each as nervous and anxious as the 
other. He was pacing the floor fingering his tie, and she kept 
darting into the kitchen to ask futile questions. I took an even 
more gloomy view when I took out the trifle to see whether it 
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had got properly cold. The thing was tepid ! Even the dish 
was still faintly warm. I put my hand into the frig, and if 
anything it was warmer in there than in the kitchen. 

“ Madam,” I said despairingly as Mrs. Drew came poking 
in again in a trailing chiffon dress, ” your frig, is out of order 
and the trifle hasn’t got cold.” 

“ Oh, my goodness,” she gasped, “ didn’t I tell you ? It’s 
been wrong for days and the man simply u-/// not come. I 
keep ringing them up. Oh dear, oh dear, of course, it never 
occurred to me about the trifle, I thought you made it cold.” 

“ Well, madam, custard must be made hot, you know,” I 
pointed out, keeping my temper and my manners with difficulty. 

“ Yes, yes, of course, I never thought of that. How very 
dreadful it all is. Couldn’t you put it out on the window-sill to 

cool ? ” .... 

Well, it was her picnic, so I balanced it precariously on the 

narrow* ledge and she went out, rather pleased with herself, 
but going into a terrified scuttle as the front door bell rang. 

I didn’t imagine that the two people whom I admitted were the 
guests of honour, as they looked more like a pair of nervous 
ducks than anything else. I asked the sister whether she would 
like to go to the bedroom and she shook her head, after throwing 
a scared glance at her husband, who just stood with his toes 
turned in, making a pinched mouth of shyness. I opened the 

drawing-room door. • ^ ^ i. j ^ 

” Mr. and Mrs. Mottershead,” I announced, and shooed them 


The guests of honour were a little late, which was all to the 
good as it gave the carrots a few more minutes in which to 
become less rock-like. When they did arrive I saw at once that 
they were not at all the sort of people to lappreciate Empi^re 
wine and tepid trifle. ” Why have you come here in your fat 
opulence ” I wondered. Mr. Garrow had probably been 
dragged here by his wife to fulfil some overdue politeness, and his 
red-veined face was sulky with annoyance as he followed his 


wife into the drawing-room. , . . 

“ Dinner is served ! ” I announced soon afterwards, giving 

the carrots up as a bad job, and the embarrassed spasms of 
conversation broke off with relief as the party trooped into the 
dining-room with much shuffling of feet and ” After you s 
at the door. After more shuffling they somehow all got seated, 
not at all in the places that Mrs. Drew had intended, but she 

was not really clear about it in her mind anyway. 

As usual, I was too busy to notice much of the social side ol 
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the dinner, but I could see that it was one of the saddest parties 
ever, and my food had turned out dreary and unappetising, as 
if in sympathy with the general atmosphere. When I got as far 
as Mr. Garrow with my reluctant chant of : “ Will you take 
wine ? ” he nearly had a stroke at the sight of the bottle. I 
think he thought that he would be offered something else, for I 
saw his eyes follow me incredulously as I filled up the last glass „ 
and went out to get my duck. 

By the end of the next course Mr. Garrow’s conversation had 
dwindled from monosyllables to grunts, and his wife was 
struggling gallantly to keep it going. When it was time for the 
sweet my brain had gone as feathery as Mrs. Drew’s, and I 
couldn’t for the life of me think what I had done with the trifle. 

It suddenly came back to me, and I fished it indoors, skimming 
off the black specks of soot as well as I could. Mr. Garrow 
didn’t miss much by refusing it. His eyes looked rather agonised, 
and I think his stomach was troubling him. 

After coffee the ladies withdrew to talk about servants, and 
the gentlemen followed soon after as there was no port over 
which they could linger, and Mr. Garrow’s stomach was in no 
state to encourage jovial camaraderie. I was crashing away at ^ 
the washing up when I heard someone come softly into the kit- 
chen and close the door behind them. I hoped it was Mrs. Drew 
with my pay, but when I turned round I was surprised to see 
Mr. Garrow standing in a conspiratorial attitude with his finger 
to his lips. 

For God’s sake,” he croaked, “ I must have a drink. Have 
you got anything ? ” 

Poor man, he looked a wreck. Boredom and indigestion had 
played havoc with him. He was welcome to the remains of the 
cooking sherry, so I fished it out from behind the dustbin and, 
putting the bottle to his lips, he gulped it down at one draught. 

His eyebrows shot up as the stuff hit his stomach and his purple 
face became tinged with green. 

My God ! What the devil ? ” His stomach now told 

him it was time for him to leave, and leave hurriedly. He 
stumbled from the room, a broken man. ' 

Plover was resurrected in a week’s time, and, wearing her 
black, with hair scraped unbecomingly backwards, she trotted off 
to Mrs. Elkington’s. It was evidently going to be a large party, 
judging by the number of waitresses and barmen who were 
surging .^ibout in the basement. I was shown where to leave my 
coat, and put on the cap that I had bought for the occasion. I 


ONE PAIR OF HANDS 


133 


had made the great mistake of not trying it on at home, so I was 
not prepared for the awful vision that gazed at me from the 
mirror when I tied it round my head. A little farther back, 
perhaps, more like a halo and less of that visor effect — that was 
better. I was just going to powder my nose when I heard cries of : 
“ Where are all these girls ? Rose, Lilian, Plover — where is this 

Plover ? ” 

'w I popped out into the passage and met a fat, harassed butler 
with a list in his hand. 

“ Who are you ? *’ he said. 

“ A*im Plover,” I replied, smoothing my apron. 

“ Oh, you’re Plover, are you ? I’ve been looking for you. 
Your job is to hand round trays of cocktails, which you'll collect 
at the bar, see ? Walking through the two rooms and filling up 
same place. Right now you can carry some glasses up from that 

pantry there to the bar on the landing.” 

I went into the pantry, where a maid with a face like a pig was 

loading glasses on to a tray. 

“ Ooh,” she said, ” did you know your cap was slipping off ? 
Let me pull it down for you before you lose it.” She rushed at 
me and before I could stop her had converted my halo into a 
visor again. I felt an awful fool, and knew 1 looked it, but 1 
couldn’t very well wear it the way I wanted if people were going 

to come and pull it forward all the time. . i. • 

Finding a tray, I started to stack glasses on to it, and when it 
was full carried it carefully upstairs, wondering what would 
happen in the not unlikely event of my dropping the whole lot. 
I arrived safely on the first floor landing, a large square expanse 
with buffet tables round three sides of it. Three or four waiters 
were making champagne cocktails as fast as they could go and I 
longed for one. I wouldn’t have minded a marron glace either ; 
a huge bowl of them was right under my nose as I unloaded my 
classes at one end of the bar, and I could easily have pinched one 
without anybody seeing, but ” No,” I said to myself, ” Plover 
would never do a thing like that.” Would Plover be above 
making friends with one of the barmen so that he would save her 
. a cocktail when the party was over ? I thought she might 
' descend to it in her off moments, so I smiled seductively at the 
nearest one, a thin, pale youth with a protuberant Adam’s apple. 
He stared through me unseeingly, so I tried again, and this time 
he just gave me a brief smile for civility’s sake— a mere twitch ol 
the lips. Poor Plover, spurned and humiUated ! I hadn’t 

realised that I looked quite so frightful in that ,, 

up a bit surreptitiously as I went down-stairs, but it had fallen 
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over my eyes again by the time I got back to the pantry, so the 
pig-girl had nothing to complain of. I pushed it up again when 
she went out, but it was no good, I would have to put up with 
looking like a 1920 tennis player and give up the idea of a 
cocktail. 

I carried up two more trayloads, and then somebody told me to 
get some cocktails and take my place in one of the two big recep- 
tion-rooms leading out of each other, as the guests were due to • 
arrive at any minute. The family were already standing uneasily 
about in new dresses and wondering whether they had invited 
people for the right day. I thought they looked as if they needed 
a drink, so I advanced carefully towards them over the parquet 
with my tray. Mrs. Elkington was looking queenly in blue velvet 
with an excess of orchids. 

“ Have I time for a drink I wonder before we have to start 
receiving people ? Why don’t you have one, John ? You look 
as if you needed it.” 

John, I supposed, was her husband, a nondescript, nervous 
little man, he had to clear his throat twice before he could start 
to answer. 

Their daughter, the girl I had met the other day on the stairs, 
broke in : “ Well, I’m going to have one, I feel terrible. How ♦ 
about you. Aunt Madge ? ” I gave her and Aunt Madge a 
cocktail and Uncle somebody thought it was a good idea, too. 

I looked round for the fiance, but there was nobody in the room 
that I’d have had for any money. He couldn’t have come yet, 
unless — oh dear, could it be this square little turkey-cock with 
red hair, who was even now making free with his arm about the 
lovely girl’s waist ? No wonder she felt terrible and looked 
sulky — who wouldn’t ? I grudgingly offered him a drink, and he 
took it in a pink and podgy hand. I couldn’t think what to do 
now, so I copied one or two of the other waitresses and took up 
my stand by the wall, wearing an impersonal face. The fat 
butler appeared from the landing and said : “ The first guests are 
arriving, madam.” 

Mother, father, daughter, and fianed ranged themselves by the 
door, and in a minute or two the butler started to announce ^ 
people in a quite unnecessarily loud voice. 

” Mrs. Boggan and Miss Kathleen Boggan ! ” he yelled, and 
two rather dusiy-looking people shuffled in and were greeted 
effusively, though it was obvious that nobody knew who they 
were. The Boggans were well in advance of the main body of the 
guests and they looked as if they wanted to go home again, 
but Aunt Madge and I came to the rescue simultaneously, I with 
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my drink and she witli her mauve hair and much-lifted face. 
She chatted to them about nothing in particular, and after a bit 
people started to arrive thick and fast. There v.as soon quite a 
crowd in the rooms, and I was rather scared of venturing among 
them with my tray, but one of the waitresses passed by me and 

said : “ You got to circulate, see ? ” 

I had to leave my wall and pick my way carefully through the 
crowd, offering drinks here and there, and feeling as if I ought to 
be crying : “ Chocolates ! Cigarettes ! ” I loaded on some 
more cocktails at the bar and started’ off all over again. It was 
really very amusing hearing snatches of conversation and obser- 
ving people from under my cap, which was well down over my 


eves by now. . . . 

My dear have you ever ? I heard one smart deb. say to 

another. “ That horrid little man. How Ann could have ’’ 

“ I know ; it can’t be love. If you ask me it’s a question ol 

anything to get away from that mother of hers. They fight like 

hell you know.” I wanted to hear more, but a large male was 

clicking his fingers at me a few yards away, so I had to go and give 

him and his lady-friend a drink. She gazed up at him with 

adoring eyes as he handed it her with an air. 

“ Oh thank you,” she said as if he had bought it for her. 

” Thank me, not him, he ain’t done nothing,” I thought as I 

was^dt^ng good work. My cocktails went rapidly, and I had 
to eo back to the bar for more before I had got through the two 
rooms I didn’t know what to do with the dirty glasses that I 
htd collected on my way. I asked a woman who was standing 
on the stairs directing people to the cloak-room and she^said . 
“ Couldn’t say I'm sure. Ladies’ cloak-room, madam . Up 
the s and fost on the right, if you please." They didn’t want 
them aVthe bar and I obviously couldn’t carry them down the 

stairs as guests were still flowing steadily up. , . 

I felt a bit lost ; I didn’t like to ask the barman ^ho had turned 
me down, so I tried the next one along, who was bald and kind- 
looking He jerked a thumb towards a small door leading out 
of die hall that I hadn’t noticed before. I went throu^i it and 
nearly fell down a long flight of stairs on the other side One 
glass shot off the tray and bumped to the bottom where it broke 

with a noise Uke a plate-glass window. 

“ Struth. who done that ? ” said a raucous voice frorn below 

and a creature in a green baize apron appeared, shook his head 
at me reprovingly, and vanished, leaving me to pick up the pieces. 
I kickcd^them into a corner, and was just wondering where to go 
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now when Green Baize reappeared from a sort of scullery where 
he was evidently washing up. 

“ In *ere, butter fingers,” he said, and I dumped down my tray 
hurriedly and fled back up the stairs. I didn’t wish to linger in 
his scullery as I felt he had me at a disadvantage, not to mention 
the fact that garlic had figured on his luncheon menu. 

I loaded my tray at the bar again and set off on my circuit. 
Three more rounds and my feet were drawing as never before, 
but there was still quite a crowd left, so it was no good their 
telling me that they wanted to have the weight taken off them. 

It was tiring work and I began to feel a bit dazed and forgot to 
be Plover all the time. I offered a drink to two men who were 
talking together, and when one said to the other : 

“ What station does one go from for Portsmouth ? ” I 
answered automatically : ” Waterloo.” I was horrified, and 
they were a little startled, but being perfect gentlemen they smiled 
politely and said : “Thank you.” 

I pulled myself together ^ter this faux pas and dashed about 
alertly, spilling some drink down a woman’s back in my excess of 
zeal. .She never noticed, so I hurried away before some kind 
friend could point it out. j 

The guests were beginning to thin out, but there were still 
quite a few who looked as if they would be with us for some time 
yet. I really felt exhausted, so next time I passed the little door 
T popped through it and knocked back twococktails off my tray 
without drawing breath. I emerged a new woman, beamingly 
impervious to the suspicious glance that the bald barman gave 
me. 

“ To hell with Plover and her scruples ! ” I thought, deftly 
taking a nianon glace as I passed, without checking my 
stride. 

There were not many people left now and they all seemed to 
have drinks, so I leaned against a wall and watched them, feeling 
quite mellow. Ann Elkington was sitting on a sofa having an 
intimate conversation with someone who was certainly not her 
fiance. He was strutting about at the other end of the room, 
talking business to an elderly bore. Mrs. Elkington was having 
a good gossip with a woman who nodded the ostrich feathers 
in her hat every time they came to a bit of scandal. The host had 
disappeared. As one who had also been present since the begin- 
ning, I didn t blame him. I stood on like Casabianca, and some 
of the people trickled away, till there were only one or two groups 
left. A voice at my elbow roused me from the coma into which 
1 had sunk. It was the girl who had told me to circulate. She 
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thought me rather a poor fish and said pityingly : “ Don't you 
know you can go now ? There’s eats in the kitchen.” 

I realised how hungry I was so I threw my tray down on the 
bar and ran down the back stairs. I heard a lot of voices coming 
from the end of a passage so I went along and there was the 
entire company with their mouths full of left-over sandwiches and 
cake. 1 suddenly felt fearfully shy. It may have been my imagi- 
y nation, but I sensed a rather hostile atmosphere. Nobody had 
been at all pally all the evening ; Plover was hungry, but she 
was not popular. I spotted Green Baize, and the undesirous 
barman, and the pig-girl saw me in the doorway and shot a 
scornful glance at my head. I definitely couldn’t face it, so I 
crept away to the room where I had left my coat and saw that my 
cap was sitting rather drunkenly over one eye. However, shy or 
not shy, I was not going without my money. Luckily the fat 
butler came out into the passage, so I didn’t have to go into the 

kitchen. 

” ^^ho are yow ? ” he said again as I accosted him. 

” I’m still Plover and I want my money,” I said, tired and cross. 

“ All right, all right, all right,” he said, drawing ten shillings 
out of his pocket in a lordly way and handing it to me with the 

■« tips of his fingers. . • u r 

” Good naight ! ” 1 said, rallying Plover just once more before 

letting her pass into the valley of the shadow as I passed out of 
the back door into the area. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

I FRITTERED AWAY ANOTHER MONTH Or tWO doing OCCasional 
cooking and waiting jobs, but there didn't seern to be much 
demand for me in this capacity. Odd jobs like this, of course, 
are paid proportionately much higher than a regular place, and 
I suppose people thought they weren’t getting their money s 
worth in me. The only person who ever engaged me more than 
once was a sour old lady, who was willing to pay me three-and- 
six a time to go and cook her dinner three evenings a w^k . After 
one or two treks out to her flat somewhere miles beyond the 
Crystal Palace I decided it wasn’t worth it. and in any case she 
was becoming sourer and sourer as she got to know me better. 
I sat Sound at home and waited for the telephone to ring, 
but there was not much doing. In the absence of more high- 

E» 
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class jobs I even went out once as a scullery-maid to wash up 
after a dinner party — a sordid pastime that turned out to be 
unexpectedly comic. 

I was dumped into the scullery the moment I arrived, with 
strict injunctions not to stir from the sink. Starting with cock- 
tail glasses, I ploughed my way through the mountains of stuff 
that were hurled at me by a procession of cheerfully indifferent 
maids as the dinner upstairs progressed. I was to do it all ^ 
apparently. No one else intended to have any truck with dish- 
cloths and greasy water — they had other plans for the evening. 

I gathered from the odd word thrown at me as they crashed in 
and out that the people upstairs were all going off to a dance at 
about ten o’clock. 

After about two hours’ slavery at the sink, with the skin on my 
hands becoming wrinkled and decayed-looking from the hot 
water, I heard attractive sounds of revelry floating down the 
passage from the kitchen. The noise grew louder, the blare of 
wireless mingling with shrieks and screams of high-pitched 
laughter. Although I had been told not to leave my sink, I 
wasn’t going to be left out of it any longer. I had almost 
finished my work, anyway, so I threw down my sodden dish- 
cloth and went along to gate-crash the most wonderful party j 
that was being held in the kitchen. The butler, a sporting old 
devil with white hair, was taking advantage of his possession of 
the wine cellar key to celebrate his birthday in the best champagne 
and port that the house could offer. There he sat, jigging one of 
the parlour-maids on his knee to the tune of the fox-trot that some 
of the others were dancing. 

“ Hey ! ” he roared at me as I appeared in the doorway, 

“ what d’you think you’re doing in here ? ” 

“ I’ve finished. Can I have a drink ? ” I roared back, 
emboldened by the gaiety of the atmosphere. 

“ Make yourself at home, this is Liberty ’All ! ” he shouted, 
and the boot-boy handed me a glass of champagne and said 
would I like to swing it with him. We swung it. We sang, 
we danced, we drank, we bumped into people and played slap- 
and-lickle with everyone. They were a delightful lot in that 
kitchen, even if it was at somebody else’s expense. The master 
of the house was a rich man anyway and could well afford it. 

I’m sure it was a much better party than any he had ever given 
upstairs for his debutante daughter, with inane girls and callow 
youths vieii'.g with each other to see who could enjoy themselves 
least. 

I left before the end. I was doing fine with the boot-boy, but I 
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suddenly felt very peculiar and thought I had better take the mix- 
ture of port and champagne home and put it to bed. A scullery- 
maid doesn’t usually go home from her drudgery in a taxi, but 
this one had to. It was not until I was in bed, and hovering 
above the black abyss of alcoholic oblivion, that I remembered 
that I had never finished my washing-up. Anyway, I hadn’t had 
my pay either, but I just didn’t care. 

Apart from this one lively incident my jobs in various houses 
only served to convince me that human nature is not all it might 
be. I must have struck it unlucky, for apart from the fact that 
most of the people I went to never wanted to see me again, one 
meeting was certainly enough for me. I suppose I happened to 
go to poisonous people because they were the sort whom no 
maid would stand for long. I was beginning to take a gloomy 
view of life, but one evening I went out to cook a dinner and dis- 
covered that there was hope for the world yet. 

Everything went right that evening^ it was most peculiar. The 
egg that I put into the soup didn’t curdle it, the omelettes were 
neat outside and runny inside, the meat was tender, and the 
fried potatoes crisp. Strangest of all, the cheese souffle was 
ready at exactly the right moment. I hadn’t dropped or spilled 
anything when handing round, nor had I gashed or burned 
myself in my usual style. . . 

I was standing in the kitchen after dinner, pinching myself to 
see if it wasn’t all a dream. I had just come to the conclusion 
that it was either something to do with the stars, or else my 
guardian angel had decided to throw his weight about, when 

the mistress of the house came in. c ^ 

Mrs. Vaughan had grown-up children— one of them was 
there that evening— but her hair had refused to go white or her 
figure to spread. She was like a brisk litt e sp^ow, always 
hopping about doing things. She had even 
dinner to get things instead of mouthing at me, like most of ^y 
Soyers Her motto was. evidently “ If you want a thmg 
done do it yourself that was probably the way she kept her 
figure. She pottered round the kitchen, fiddling with things 

Dickens,” she said, breathing on a glass and Pojishing it 
with her handkerchief, “ we did so enjoy your dinner to-nigh . 
Everything went off wonderfully, I thought. I suppose you 
ever-? No. I don’t suppose you would-weii. I 

Tn ‘t si X not after all, it’s worth asking you, a^way 
I’ve been wondering if you could possibly help us ouh WouW 
you consider coming here as a permanency ?— As cook general. 
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I mean ? I have a girl who comes in for housework in the morn- 
ings, but apart from that we’re stranded. My cook walked out 
suddenly — she was mad anyway, poor thing — and I can’t get 
anyone for love or money. It*s not a large flat, as you can see. 

The work’s not hard, it's just my husband and me when there’s 
no one staying. We never have formal parties or anything, 
people come into meals quite a lot, of course, and I really think ^ 
you might be happy here. I’m sure we should be more than 
happy to have you.” 

The idea attracted me, they seemed such very nice people, so I 
accepted as soon as I could get a word in edgeways. I felt I 
ought to tell her that my performance to-night had been well 
above my usual standard, but I didn't get a chance, because the 
flow of speech had started once more, and the whole thing was 
fixed up with scarcely a word from me. She tried to persuade me 
to live in, because she thought it would be less tiring for me, 
but I didn’t want to risk any more black iron beds or smelly 
furniture, so I produced the widowed mother again as an excuse 
for sleeping at home. 

It wasn’t far to go in the morning, and as they didn’t want to be 
called particularly early I didn’t have to rise at crack of dawn. 9 

1 made early-morning tea, and, going into the bedroom, 
dumped it down between the two mounds of sleeping humanity. 
Mrs. Vaughan woke as 1 drew the curtains and plunged in the 
most amazing way straight from sleep into conversation. All 
about the breakfast it was, and where I should find this and where 
to put that. I had a feeling she had told it me all the night before, 
but my brain, which had been conscious for a good hour longer 
than hers, wasn’t nearly as awake. Thoughts were clicking 
around in Mrs. Vaughan’s mind with whirling speed, but in mine 
they were still groping about in a confused fog left over from the 
hours of darkness. 

She looked rather sweet in bed, very tiny, with a wee pigtail of 
thin hair lying neatly over one shoulder. I stood looking at her 
with my mouth open, taking in some of the talk, and eventually 
the larger hump in the other bed heaved and said : ” Really, 
dearest, what a noise you make.” ’ 

” Well, I must tell Monica what to do, it’s her first morning. 

If you’d be a little more helpful and say whether you want sar- 
dines for breakfast we might get somewhere.” 

” Sardines ? ” he said on a huge yawn. “ Not if they’re like 
the last lot you gave me.” 

'■ Don't be silly,” said his wife, ” those were the ones Agnes 
opened and left in the tin for two weeks. They've been thrown 
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away days ago — I hope. I had the most amazing dream last 
night, all about Uncle Rupert. We were in Prague—— Bud- 
like her brain skipped from one subject to the next with bewilder- 
ing quickness. I was still standing with my mouth open in case 
there were any more instructions, so I coughed to show I was still 

“ Oh, yes, Monica, sardines,” she said, hopping from Uncle 
V Rupert to breakfast with the same agility. " ^nd scrambled 
egg 1 ” she called after me as I went out^ —So he knelt down 
in the road,” she had picked up the threads again before 1 was out 

°Ts^tar°ed to dust the dining-room, but 

SS’r s,r= r ir/' s 

"rj”' sTfcoUd" ss* ~ S" =; 0-" 

whSr s Mr{i5? op* » M. — 

’ p« r.d .»pp... 

to see how I was getting on. . , 9 ,1 

.Tp‘p“j: ™ 

went and retrieved it when she h 8 ^ prowled 

SdraUbelat^lbrthe 

°® nL, darling, you know - never h^ve U be^or^^ 

past nine,- said small bun. “ You 

full of hairpins and her anyway so don’t pretend you're 

never leave the house before ten anj w a> , su 

^ so hard working.” thi<; morning. I want 

” I thought of walking across he p ;k 

to see what our wonderful burcaueia j 

those trenches.” morrow I don’t suppose they’ll have 

“ Well, you can you ten times it’s Monica’s 

done anything before them 1 ^ . 

first morning so don t oe ouucuiv 

I think she’ll do.” 
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^ I kept the kitchen door open to listen to their idle chatter as I 
finished getting the breakfast ready. I was glad to see that there 
was going to be no pas devant la bonne in this household ; they 
either considered me so human that I was almost one of them, 
or so stupid that I couldn’t take much in. 

While they were having their breakfast there was a ring at the 
back door and I opened it on a large girl of greasy but cheerful 
aspect. She goggled at me and could have been knocked down 
by the proverbial feather. 

“ Where’s Agnes ? ” 

“ She’s gone. I’m the new cook.” 

‘‘ Go on, you don’t say. Things certainly move fast around 
here. One day I come and there’s Agnes, and the next day 
I come and ‘ Agnes is gone,’ says you. What’s your name, 
dear ? ” 

” Monica.” 

“ That’s ever so nice, I like that. Mine’s Maud. That’s 
pretty, too, I think. Mrs. Vaughan says there's a poem about me. 
Fancy ! Ever such a nice lady, Mrs. Vaughan is. A great one 
for a chat, too. No swank, though she does know her place, if 
you know what I mean. Not above sitting down to a boiled egg 
now and then when she’s alone. Got a cup of tea for me, dear ? ® 

Agnes and me, we always used to have a cup of tea before starting 
on the trivial round the common task, as we say Sundays.” 

Anyone could have got on with Maud, she was such a cheery 
soul, and we were bosom pals by the time we had finished the 
second cup. 

” Fortunes now ! ” she said, turning both our cups upside 
down and tapping on their bottoms with a mystic rhythm. 

” Let’s see what you got. Oh, you lucky girl ! Look, dear, you 
got two spoons near the top. That means flirtations, and this 
ring by the handle, that’s a wedding. That’s a lovely cup, that 
is. Look at all these dots. They mean money coming to 
you.” 

I was thrilled to the core. ” How d’you do it, Maud ? ” 

I asked. 

” Oh, it’s a science, dear, same as astronomy and that. Oh, i 
look ! ” she said, turning up her cup, ” scissors. That’s quarrels. 

All the leaves at the bottom too, that means bad luck. I’m afraid 
you couldn’t possibly call this a swan here, could you ? I sail 
into more prosperous waters if it is. I never seem to have much 
luck with the cups. Cards, now, that’s another story, but cups ! 

The things I ve seen ! I had a coffin once. That was a terrible 
day.” 
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Did anyone die ? ” 

No, dear, but they might have. You’ve got to think oi 

that.” , - ^ . 

The front door slammed. ” Ah, that’s our boss off to work, 

bless his heart. Her ladyship’ll be in directly, to order, so we d 
better be getting a move on.” She explained to the 

work was supposed to be divided between us, and then Mrs. 
Vau^an came in and told it me all over again. She and Maud 
were evidently old friends. They had a little chat about Maud s 
mother’s diabetes, before she went off to make beds, Mrs_ 
Vaughan settled down to order the food. ^S^®*tept dashing out 
to answer the telephone, which I thought rather P 
things, but she seemed to be able to cope all right. 

“Steak to-night,” she would be saying. Ting-tmg, ting 
tingf^nt the telephone, and off she would run^ She reapPeared 

saying: “ With plenty of onions, to 

We got everything settled and she walked ^ood only^o 

reappear two minutes later to say that someo middle of 

asked themselves to lunch. Whde we were m the middle of 

rearranging things slightly, the milkman arrived 
rt “ How’s your little boy getting on, M r. Finnigan ? she askeo 
^ Nh^irthank you. Mum. They say he can come out m a 
wee^ It was ever so good of you to send them toys. 

you ever SO much. I’m sure.” at n nrison. 

Mrs. Vaughan went off to spend * . was 

handing out library books to the co • surprised 

nothing but a communal benefacmess ^ 

when the lunch Visitor turned out to ue mnnev She got 

husband and wanted advice, and, inci ’ ^ *ue cutlets and 

both, from what I could hear as 1 handed ro^u^nd ^e cutleU 

sent heroffingood spirits, babWing fl g dropped in to 

^ One of Mrs. Vaughan’s two the size of her 

tea, a stout, overpowering girl, ai^o absorbing medical 

mother. They were m hear ^ 

detaUs when I took in the tea, and I wantea to nea 

listened outside the door. t IimtH Mrs Vaughan 

“ Oh, dear, she’s forgotten the sugar I hea^rd Mrs. 

^"oug; j:“dot"u sugar. 1 don’t really mind 

.whether I have it or not do you . 
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“ Oh, Mummy, you know I can’t drink tea without it. I sup- 
pose I’ll have to get it myself. Really, you and your maids, the 
place might be a charitable institution. You collect a lot of old 
crocks and pay them colossal wages, and then proceed to spoil 
them, which they probably don’t appreciate at all. I hope this 

one’s not quite such an imbecile as Agnes. She ” Here I 

surprised them by walking haughtily in with the sugar basin. 
I placed it on the tray, and stalked out again in my best Plover 
manner. Imbecile Indeed ! Old crock ! I’d show her. They 
should realise that I had known better days in high-class kitchens. 

For a little while I strove to be the perfect maid, nearly bursting 
myself with efficiency and correctness, but it wore oft after a few 
days. Mrs. Vaughan was just as charming to me whether I 
made Nonsenses or not, and the lack of formality with which all 
sorts of odd people tumbled over one another in the flat, didn’t 
encourage me to waste valuable energy on punctiliousness. 
There was a family dinner party while I was still conducting my 
efficiency aimpaign, and I couldn’t make out why Clare, the 
youngest daughter, was reaching all round the table, opening the 
mustard and pepper pots. 

" Look, everybody ! " she cried, “ a revolution in the Vaughan 
household ! Mustard and pepper in all the pots ! ” I didn’t 
see what was funny enough in that to produce screams of joyous 
laughter from everyone. 

Look, Pa, that’s something you've never known before, isn’t 
it ? " 

“ 1 ve told your mother time and again ” he began, but 

nobody paid any attention. 

“ We've been used to shaking pepper pots fruitlessly for so long 
that you make us feel peculiar,” explained Clare to me as I 
handed her Uic bread sauce. I liked her. She was completely 
naive and Iricndly, like a child, though she had one of her own, 

luined three, according to Maud. Frances was a bit more 
uppish, and I don t think her husband liked her particularly. 
He had probably married her on account of her father. He was 
in his office, so had hopes of advancement, but apart from that he 
t nought Mr. Vaughan quite the most entertaining man that 
ever walked. He was a wonderful audience for him, and would 
go black m tne face and have to be led from the room if his father- 
in-law so much as said : ” Pass the salt.” 

c - 1 . M.iud was only thirty, she had been working for the 

amily since she was eighteen, and knew more about their charac- 

^hey did themselves. I had a lot from 
Mrs. Vaughan, of course, who was always ready for a chat at any 
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hour of the day or night, and what she didn t tell me Maud sup- 
plied, with great exaggeration of detail. Once or twice a week, if 
there was a lot of work to be done, or a room to be turned out, 
she would stay a bit longer and have lunch with me in the kitchen. 
On these days. Mrs. Vaughan, who always did us proud m the 
way of food, would order something for which site knew Maud 
had a particular fancy. Pork was her special delight. It made 
her face shine more than ever. Mrs. Vaughan never poked into 
the larder, or enquired after puddings and things that had 
appeared once and in the dining-room and on^ been half 
finished. They hardly ever appeared again if 

help it. “ Pity to leave it in the larder to go off, we would say, 

as we polished off the best part of a trifle or 
I got revoltingly fat under Maud's influence and nearly burst 

°“AfL?Iunch° she would relax with a long “‘S’’ “"'J 5^° 
regale me with titbits and anecdotes abou our 1 P feudal 

was surprisingly old-fashioned tn that houid 

feeling for the family. She was passionately ki^n 

be kept in their place, both through our un ip-n .oncd'h-'i seH'” 

own. She even thought that Mrs. Vaughan demeaned IkiscII 

a bit too much, and certainly no one cl.>e 1 ig Chesterton " 

“ It’s not right, Moniea," she 'vo^'d sa^^'^^ ,^^,'suects w thout 
(that was Clare) “ fi^n't ought .0 walk abou.^^^^^ 

■ a hat— gives people ideas. But she whisper, “ she 

funny things. ^ you know- ^ > windows of her house ! 
has no white curtains up m any / knmv for a young 

Very strange, I call that. It's not her’ fortune with 

lady not to have everything nice^ ^ 

the cards before she hdr. but he's tall 

going to meet. Well. ^ nice gentleman he is. 

all right, so it just shows. Ever such a nice b 

Always gives you your name. accompaniment 

I was at the sink wasnn g 
of Maud’s voice. " What s .ae unic 

turned out to be nearly half-past ■ (o j,, gone hours 

“ Oh, my Gordon 1 " said here, chatting 

ago. Mother’ll be getting nervy. You ke.p me 

~And I’ve got to start making cakes and things,” 1 said. 
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breaking a plate in my haste. Maud got up and picked up a 
cloth. 

“ Come on, dear, I'll dry for you.” 

“ Oh, Maud, you are a love. Thanks ever so. Oh, heavens. 
I’ve hardly got any flour. I’ll have to go and ring up for some. 
What a life this is.” 

” Cheer up, dear, soon be dead,” said Maud blithely, breaking 
another plate, and hurling the pieces into the rubbish bin with 
gay abandon. 

I went into the drawing-room where Mrs. Vaughan was writing 
letters. 

‘‘ May I use the ’phone, madam ? I’ve run out of flour.” 

‘‘ Certainly, Monica. Can you manage ? I’ll do it for you if 
you like. Did I hear Maud ? She ought to have gone hours 
ago. She never used to stay so long when Agnes was here. She 
was frightened of her. She ” 

I had to interrupt her, as a voice was saying : ” Hullo ? ” 
so her narrative was suspended while I put the fear of God into 
the grocer and made him promise to send round at once. 

” She was a little mad, you know,” went on Mrs. Vaughan, as 
soon as I put down the receiver. ” One day, we were going to 
have a dinner party, and I went into the kitchen about something, 
and there was Agnes sitting under the table, waving a burning 
duster, and singing : ‘ God save the King.’ It was Coronation 
year, but still. She was a dear old thing, really though ” 

I had to stand there listening politely, though there were 
masses of things I wanted to be doing. Mrs. Vaughan talked 
and wrote at the same time, so she couldn’t see me fldgeting 
pointedly, and edging towards the door. Luckily the telephone 
rang, and though it was only a wrong number, it gave me a 
chance to escape. 

When Maud had finished the drying, she heaved off to Pad- 
dington Green, where she lived with the diabetic one. Frances 
and her two children arrived early, only a few minutes after the 
grocer’s boy, so 1 had to leave my scones to open the door to 
them. 

” Ooh, look ! ” piped the eldest, a fat little brute called 
Angeline. ” She’s got white stuff all over her face. Why has 
she. Mummy ? She does look funny. Mummy, Mummy, 
doesn’t she k funny ? ” 

” Hush, -ear,” said Frances, throwing me a surprised look. 
I had bccii prepared to help undress the children, but I took 
umbrage and removed my flour-streaked face to the kitchen. 

I made a lot of tea cakes and scones, and little buns, and I had 
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made a big iced cake the day before, rather damp and under- 
cooked, and probably fatal to snitill insides, but that was the 
mother’s lookout. I took everything into the drawing-room, 
where Mrs. Vaughan was crawling on the floor playing bears with 
her three grandchildren. One or two nieces had also arrived 
with their young, and the place was in an uproar. To the child- 
ren’s great delight, and her own unconcern, Mrs. Vaughan s 
bun had lost its moorings. I looked round for somewhere to 
put the heavy tray. 

“ Oh, dear,” said my mistress, coming out from under the 
piano, ** I think we’d better have tea in the dining-room, then 

we can all sit round the table.” . j 

Out I staggered, and bustled about finding tablecloths and 

extra chairs, and by the time everything was ready the tea was 
getting cold. I was glad I Iiadn't bothered to make a fresh pot, 
for the grown-ups didn’t notice. Each mother was too intent on 
watching her own children, with tears of pride m her eyw, as 
they slopped their milk and spat out masticated gobs of bread 

andjam on the clean tablecloth. ^ ^ 

Clare’s little boy was my favourite, and hrni into 

the kitchen after tea. I left him cold, but he 
obligation to entertain me, so went through his •'epcrtoirc o 

songs with the air of one pandering to an f „ 

Mr Vaughan came home before they had gone, and pretty 

soon'ke ::fon hTs knees too, and the 

turmoil that I couldn’t even get among them ,^'1® 

Screams and yells of over-excitenient ^ ^ 

Frances’ son who was a minute edition ° antics of his 

him, convulsed with laughter at the po hvsteria and he 

grandfather. Needless to say, this turne took'him off 

lay kicking on his back till his mother came and took him oft 

under one arm. irritablv ” vou 

“ Reallv Pa vou are a nuisance, she said ]rritaDiy, yuu 
Keaiiy, Pa, you a before he 

always work him up so I m gomg ^^bably be sick when we 
chokes himself or something, ne n f 9 ” 

eet back anvwav Where on earth s Angeline got to . 

‘‘nnn’t fM« Frances ” said Mrs. Vaughan, arriving on the 
fuss. Fra > ^ been wondering whether per- 

scene with the other child. i ve oecn ® , jj.g 

^ra^fo^;rar "irprar Offendin. Pan. 

hauled and slapped out of the 
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front door by its harassed nurse or mother, Mrs. Vaughan sank 
with a sigh of relief on to the sofa in the drawing-room, where I 
was tidying up. 

“ Thank goodness weVe alone to-night,” she said to no one in 
particular. ” I'm really dead tired. Oh, that telephone I ” 
She jumped up, though I was much nearer it than she was. I 
had ceased to bother about answering it when it rang, as she 
always came running anyway, and stood by my side saying : 
“ Is it for me ? ” while I was saying : “ Yes, madam ; hold the 
line, madam.” It generally was for her, but even if someone did 
happen to want her husband, it made no difference. She carried 
on a long conversation with them in his place, until they some- 
times forgot what they had rung up about, and rang off before 
she had even fetched Mr. Vaughan. 

” Hullo ! ” she was saying now. ” Oh, hullOy my dear — 
to-night ? But. of course, we always love to see you. Sweet 
of you to want to come. Quarter to eight ? — all right, that’ll 
be lo\'ely. Good-bye. There ! ” she said, turning to me, ” I 
spoke too soon. Mr. and Mrs. Fleming want to come to dinner 
to-night. 1 couldn't say no. I always think it’s so touching 
when the young people want to come to the older ones. I 
hope there's enough to eat, that's all. What were we going to 
have ? ” 

” Wild duck, madam.” 

” Oh, dear, that won't be enough for four. We’d better have 
to-morrow s joint, and the duck can keep. If we’ve got enough 
vegetables, that'll be all right, and perhaps you could do us a 
Scotch woodcock or something, for a savoury.” 

” Yes, madam. I’ll go and put the joint in the oven, madam.” 
I spoke glumly, and I certainly felt glum. 1 still had all the wash- 
ing up from tea to do, and then a dinner for four on top of that — 
my head ached from the racket of the afternoon, and my legs 
were not themselves at all. Anyway, I thought, I would leave 
most of the clearing up of the children's mess — sticky fingermarks 
on doors and paint, and bits of broken toys under the furniture. 
Maud and 1 could do it to-morrow. I banged out of the room, 
and Mrs. Vaughan put me to shame by rushing after me saying : 
” You poor dear ‘'jn afraid you’re having a dreadful lot to do 
to-day. I tcH you what. I'll help you with the washing up of the 
tea things. . hat'll make a little difference, won't it ? ” 

Mr. V.'i|»han came out of the dining-room. “Monica! 
1 wish you' .’ clear this table, 1 want to use it.” 

” Oh, .;ohn,” said his wife, ** you’re not going to work now, 
surely ? ” 
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“ No, of course not. What d’you take me for ? Tm going 
to paste photographs in the album.” 

“ Well, you must let Monica lay the table when she wants to. 
Mary and George are coming to dinner.” 

” Oh, dearest, I thought we were alone. I wanted to listen to 
the wireless. There’s a good concert from Stuttgart. Why 
must you always ask people ? Mary’s so affected, she gives me 


the shivers.” 

“ She isn’t, John ; she's perfectly sweet. She’s probably 
frightened of you. Some people arc, you know, goodness knows 
why. Anyway, I didn’t ask them, they asked themselves.” 

“ Well, it’s a bore just the same. I think I'll have a Pink Gin 
to cheer me up.” There was a pause, followed by a roar : 
” Who’s taken the key of the wine cupboard ? ” 

I had been clearing the table in the dining-room while all this 
was going on in the hall, and I came out now with my tray, as 
Mrs Vaughan pointed out that the key was in the cupboard 
door. ” Well, that’s not its place,” he growled. ” It’s supposed 

to live in the drawer of the hall table.” 

“ But darling, that’s so silly. If the idea is to stop Monica and 
me from drinking ourselves to death on your old brandy, there’s 
no point in hiding the key where we know where it is. Why not 
either secrete it on your person, or else leave it in the door, 
which saves a lot of trouble. You’re a sw^t old man. He 
screwed up his face to receive her kiss, patt^ her on the shoulder, 
and ambled off quite happily into the dining-room with his 
photos. He didn’t seem to mind at all that no one took him 
seriously. I had been scared stiff at first when he shouted at me 
for forgetting things or leaving the lights on, but I was already 
coming^ to regard him with the same affectionate lack of awe as 

’’’Mfs! VaughmTfoliowed me into the kitchen, where I was just 
putting the joint into the oven. I started the washing up, and 
stood by me and dried, pausing at intervals to go off into a 

soliloauv about something that she was wiping. 

“ ^always think this is such a dear little mdk jug. It was my 
vr»n know • she loved silver just like I do* Oh, dear, 
mother f- ’ "J'^bad crack. I expect that was Agnes. 

^ of it won’t you ? Perhaps we oughtn’t 

"C’s's.ts .1™. 

to be done, when the front-door bell „ j 

“I’ll go,” said Mrs. Vaughan. Your hands arc wu. 
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heard her greeting somebody in the hall : “ Why, Miss Nitchin I 

How nice to see you ! Come in and have a glass of sherry.** 
She took the visitor into the drawing-room and came flying back 
to me. 

“ I’m so sorry, Monica, I wanted to help you. Poor Miss 
Nitchin has so few friends. I simply must talk to her for a little. 
I only hope she won’t expect to be asked to dinner. Would you 
bring in the sherry and some glasses ? ” 

I was annoyed, not with her, because she was so charming and 
considerate, but with life in general. Fatigue, I suppose, 
because really, when I thought about it, I had no grievance at all. 
I told myself sourly that I was unworthy of such a good mistress, 
but it didn’t stop me taking a very jaundiced view of M^s 
Nitchin, who sat shabbily and diffidently on the sofa sipping 
sherry, and moaning about the slump in the dressmaking business. 
She infuriated me to the point of almost cutting off the top of my 
thumb, as I sliced carrots viciously, wishing they were Miss 
Nitchin. I found some plaster in the bathroom, and got on with 
my cooking as well as I could. I decided to leave the rest of the 
washing up till after dinner. When I wanted to lay the table, I 
went and stood pointedly in the dining-room doorway, but it 
made no impression on the hunched figure sitting within, absorbed 
with pots of paste and snapshots of tlie back view of his wife as a 
foreground to the Grand Canal. I tried walking round the table 
and tripping over the cord of his electric lamp, and jogging his 
elbow at a ticklish moment. This did the trick. 

“ Oh, God,” he said, getting up resignedly, ” is there no 
peace ? ” 1 helped him gather up his things, and he took him- 

self off to the drawing-room, where he luckily solved the Nitchin 
problem by saying : “Oh, hullo. Miss Nitchin ! Just going ? 
That’s too bad.” 

This blasted her hopes of staying to dinner, and she went off, 
still moaning, only about ten minutes before the Flemings arrived. 
Mr. Vaughan was right about the affectation. Mary Fleming 
spent most of the evening giggling and chirruping coyly at him. 
He was very nice to her, however, and she sat on his right hand, 
and before long he was discovering how pretty she was, and 
feeling quite a gay old dog. His wife noticed my bandaged 
thumb, while I was handing round the dishes, and showed great 
conwrn. ” I’ll put some iodine on it for you afterwards. Now 
don t forget and go home before I’ve seen it.” 

There was not much chance of my forgetting it, as it was giving 
me real agony. Between my thumb, and my head and my le^, 
the end of dinner lound me a wreck ; I felt more like' putting my 
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head in the gas oven, than clearing the Uible and washing up. 
My eye fell on a decanter of sherry which was standing on the 
sideboard, and I considered it fixedly for some time. Well, after 
all, why shouldn’t I ? One quick nip — it would just give me 
enough heart to finish off what I had to do. Glancing furtively 
over my shoulder, I poured out quite half a tumblerful, and 
tossed it off. Everything went black, and then balls of fire shot 
up my throat, and exploded in a thousand stars before my eyes. 
It was not sherry at all — it was whiskey ! Once I had got over 
the first shock, I felt terrific. I reeled into the kitchen, polished 
off the work with the speed of a machine, and rushed off 
home, quite forgetting the iodine, for the pain in my thumb was 
miraculously cured. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

One day, after I had been at the Vaughan's about a month, the 
peace of an October Sunday afternoon was broken by a violent 
pealing of the bell, and hammerings of fists on the front door. 
I left the crumpets, which I had just put under the grill, and 
flew to open it. A distraught figure stood there — Clare, with 
her hair standing on end, and her eyes wild and red with 
weeping. She rushed past me into the drawing-room screaming : 
“ Mummy, Mummy, Mummy ! " and, flinging herself into her 
mother’s arms, burst into floods of tears. 

I wasn’t going to miss a scene like this, so I took up a strategic 
position behind the half-open door, and waited, while Clare was 
gradually calmed by her mother into a state fit for speech. 

“ What is it, darling ? ” she said, when the sobs had been choked 
back into isolated hiccoughs. “ Tell me what it’s all about.” 

“ Oh, Mummy, it’s Alec. They’ve taken him to a Nursing 
Home. Mummy, he’s got to have an operation — to-night !_” 

” An operation ? ” said her father. ” What d’you mean ? 
What for ? ” 

^ He suddenly had the most awful sort of attack after lunch, 
and I thought he was going to die, and then the doctor came, and 
they took him away — oh, it was awful — in an ambulance! They 

wouldn’t let me go in it. He looked all peculiar, he ” she 

burst into tears again, burying her head in her mother’s lap, from 
the smothered sound of the sobs that I heard. 

” Yes, but for heaven’s sake, Clare, what/<?r ? ” 

“ Appendicitis ! ” came a muffled wail. 
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Her father, who had been holding his breath in his agitation, 
let it all out on a sigh of reUef. “ Is that all ? Why, thafs 
nothing these days, darling.” 

“ Nothing, you call it ? I think it's g-ghastly. Oh, poor 
Alec ! Oh, Mummy, suppose something goes wrong, he’s 
never been ill before, what if he can't take gas properly or some- 
thing ? Oh ” . 

“ Now, Clare, darling, don’t be hysterical. People have their 

appendixes out every day of the week. It's sure to be all right ; 
especially as they've caught it at once.” Her mother was being 
wonderfully calm, as she undoubtedly always would be in any 
crisis. ” When are they going to operate ? ” 

“ Six o'clock. Can we go there, d'you suppose ? ” 

“ Yes, of course. Where is he? Wimpole Street ? We'IIgo 
along at once.” 

“ Who's doing the operation ? ” asked Mr. Vaughan. 

“ Some butcher called Wilson-Stokes. Have you ever heard 
of him ? ” 

“ Old Stokey ? I should think I had. Why, we were at Cam- 
bridge together. Grand lad, old Stokey, he'll look after Alec all 
right, don't you worry. Most amusing devil ; I remember he 
and I once had a terrific row about a girl in a draper’s shop. 
She ” 

“ John, dear, stop reminiscing, and go and ring up a taxi. 
And get Clare some brandy, that's what she needs.” 

I had been so engrossed in this human drama, that it was not 
until 1 skipped out of the way before Mr. Vaughan should come 
out, that my nose told me what to expect in the kitchen. At 
first sight, I thought the whole stove was on fire, but then I saw 
that it was only my crumpets blazing merrily away under the 
grill. I dashed water on to them to quench the flames, and went 
out to the dustbin to throw away the blackened remains [before 
anyone should sec what I had done. I couldn’t think what the 
faint roaring noise was, and it was not until the kitchen began to 
smell like an air-raid that I realised that I had forgotten to turn off 
the taps, after putting out the flames. 

1 opened the uindow wide, but Mrs. Vaughan came in, and 
nearly fainted as the atmosphere hit her. 

“ Goodness, Monica, what have you been doing ? ” 

“ Cooking crumpets, madam.” 

“ Well, they smell rather funny. Never mind, we shan't be 
wanting any tea anyway ; wc all have to go out. Poor Mr. 
Chesterton has to have an operation for appendicitis, isn't that 
bad luck ? ” 
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“ Well. I am sorry to hear that. Who’d have thought it ? ” 
I said, feigning great surprise at the news ; " I hope every- 

thingUl go off all right, madam, I’m sure." 

“ Oh, yes, of course, we don’t expect any trouble. I thought 
it would be a good thing for Mrs. Chesterton to stay here for a 
bit, though, it’s so much nearer the Home. Would you make up 
the bed in the little spare room before you go ?— and lay supper 
for three— I don’t know when we’ll be back. Then to-morrow 
Miss Clare is going to fetch little Peter and his nurse over ; 
they can go into the big spare room, if they bring his cot. It 11 

be nice to have the little boy here— won’t it . Slie gazed 

at me anxiously, as my jaw was dropping a bit at the thought ot 
all the extra work. She was afraid I was going to say . ^ 
only got one pair of hands ” or ; “ Ifs not my work so 1 
pulled myself together, and struggled to appear the old family 
servant, the rock — equal to any crisis. , , . 

“ I’ll try and get Maud to stay on for the whole day, 
on, “ then we ought to be able to manage all righ . u 
“ Mummy, do let’s go ! ” came from the haH s^o she hur. ^ed 

off, throwing a few injunctions, such as . » 

“ Hot bottle,” at me over her shoulder. .^n.iencv 

When “ in service ” one has a ■‘“/'’cr cold-blooded tendency 

to regard the emotions and hazards of one P ^ 

with a certain detachment — almost as ** wassurorised 

play, and the kitchen was the back row of the 

dierkore, to find that the thought of the nice blond Alec Chester 

ton being slit open at six o'clock quite 

When I arrived at the flat next morning, sieht of the 

Ull I called Mrs. Vaughan. « he- the news. Thc^s^g ^ ^ 

ITr^heTit whh a bouie of cl— ^ 

if all had not gone well. 1 was able to greet Vaughan vu, 
a bright and appropriate smile, when she woke, as usual. 

I put down the tea-tray. . , rn itHm ” I said. 

” I’m so glad the operation went off all right. 

“Yes. isn’t it splendid ? But "e d.d you 
“ I just knew, madam,” I smd i^ok. charged 

S'iiicKrr r. 

upnght, staring after ^nd she slept on until long 

I had been told not to wake Glare, and snesiep 

after Maud had arrived. She was fascinated 

story, and pressed me for medical delai s • 

I was unable to supply, though I made a few up to kei-p ne g t, 
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When Clare woke up, and yelled for her breakfast (none of this 
family ever rang bells — they had got so used to them not being 
answered), Maud insisted on taking in her tray. She was in 
there quite a quarter of an hour, and came out bursting with 
information. She was retailing it to me, when Mrs. Vaughan 
came in, to ask her if she would be able to put in more time at 
the hat. 

Maud sucked her teeth. “ I’d be very pleased to, ’m. I*m 
sure, but I’ll have to ask Mum. She gets a funny head, you know, 
and doesn't like to be left. I think it’ll be O.K. though, as a 
matter of fact, because my sister Ivy’s at home for a bit now. 
She’s theatrical, you know, resting before the Panto season. 
Principal Boy at Nottingham — Babes in the Wood, it is, ’m.” 

I had heard a lot about this Ivy, famed in the Theatre Royal or 
Hippodrome of many a provincial town as “ Gloria May, the 
Sweetheart of Bradford " (or Huddersfield, or Kidderminster, 
as the case might be). 

“ Shall I pop over at lunch-time, ’m, and see what Mum 
says ? ” 

“ Thank you so much, Maud. I do hope it’ll be all right. 

It would be such a help to have you.” i 

Clare went off later on to fetch her nurse and child, and Maud 
and I put in some good work, making the spare rooms a home 
from home. We had the same ideas about housework, both 
favouring the dust-under-the-bed method, our motto being r 
” What the eye don’t see, etc.” We got on very well together, 
especially when Mrs. Vaughan was not hovering round us, 
making suggestions, and giving us the moral support of her 
conversation. 

Maud ” popped ” just before one, and soon afterwards the 
Chesterton menace arrived, complete with all the etceteras 
that make a small child as bulky to travel with as an American 
heiress. I went down to help unload the car, and Mrs. Vaughan 
and I had quite a tussle with a spring mattress, until we discovered 
that it came out quite easily if one pushed and the other pulled, 
instead of both tugging from opposite sides. 

Peter sat up in a high chair at lunch, and pulled my apron 
strings undone ly time I passed his corner of the table. He 
kept it dark frcni his nurse, for whom he seemed to have no very 
great affection. I didn’t know her as well as he did, but from 
the look of her I didn’t blame him. I should have thought the 
sight of her horse-face alone would have been enough to give 
any child inhibitions, apart from the fact that she exuded a 
most unpleasant smell of moth-balls. She didn't seem to take 
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much to me, either, and I wondered if we were fated to be mortal 
enemies. Sure enough, it was written by the hand of fate in my 
teacup that very afternoon. 

Mrs. Vaughan and her daughter went back to the Nursing 
Home soon after lunch, and the horse went for a trot with the 
pram. Maud arrived while I was washing up, with the glad news 
that her mother had given her consent, and, furthermore, as 
^5 Aunt Maggie was coming to keep her company that afternoon, 
Gloria May had promised to shed the radiance of her presence 
on us, by coming to tea in the kitchen. I was thrilled at the idea 
of seeing a Principal Boy without tights and ostrich feathers ; 
I had never met one off-stage, and Maud could hardly wait for 
me to meet her. She was terrifically proud of this sister, whom 
she regarded as a being from quite another world, as far removed 
from us in station as our employers. 

Nurse was back by the time Gloria arrived, and she 
popped out of her room to see what she was like. She sniffed 
at what she saw, and went disdainfully back to her stable. I 
think she was jealous of Ivy’s teeth, which had rushed to the 
front of her mouth in an even more dazzling profusion than 

hers. 

-i The fame and adoration of the Provinces had not turned Ivy’s 
head at all. She was just a very colourful edition of Maud, 
with the same jolly simplicity of heart. Her hair was curled 
in many sausages of brassy-gold, and jingling bracelets stretched 
from wrist to elbow over her dress of brightest emerald green— 
but then, you’ve got to have a bit of style if you’re on the stage. 
She made a good lea. 

“ It’s a good thing Mr. Mosei likes a few curves in the right 
places,” she remarked, accepting a second slice of cake. 
“Wouldn’t suit me to have to watch my diet, I can tell you. 
Anyway, who wants to be skin and bone ? Look at Sylvia 
Farrar, forty if she’s a day, and looks fifty without her make-up.” 
“ Who’s she ? ” asked Maud, hanging on her words, with 

rapt adoration. 

“ Principal Girl in The Babes. Lord, what a cat, and sour ! 
^ My dear, don’t speak of it. There’ll be plenty of fights between 
her and Yours Truly before this season’s over, or my name’s 

not Gloria May.” 

When we had finished tea, Maud said : “ Shall we tell the 
cups, Ive ? ” 

“Not me,” said her sister, with a superstitious shudder. 
“ You don’t' catch me telling my fortune before the first night. 
Worst thing out for luck. You do yours though, go on.” 
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Maud peered into my cup. breathing heavily, “ Can’t 
make head nor tail of this, dear. I believe this is a common 
quality tea. Ooh, whatever’s this, though ? A snake, look ! 
Enemies and treachery. That’s not a bit nice. Have another 
go, I should. Fill your cup up again, dear.” 

No, this is all right,” I said, ” I’d call this a horse at the 

bottom, wouldn’t you, Maud ? ” 

“ I would, and kicking too.” 

I was quite moved by this unmistakeable sign from the beyond. 
It gave me a good excuse not to waste energy being friendly to 
Nurse, if fate had willed it otherwise. 

Maud made a wish on hers, and there was quite a nice little 
crescent moon in her cup. “ Ooh, I say ! ” she breathed. 
“ Romance ! ” 

“ What did you wish about, Maud ? ” 

“ Ah, that’s tellin’. Ask me no questions, I tell no lies.” 

“ Come off it, ducks,” said Gloria May, convulsed with 
toothy laughter. ” If you want to keep anything dark, you 
shouldn’t let Mum know. She told me all about the postman 
looking sideways at you in Edgware Road. Lord ! That 
reminds me, I promised I'd get home before Aunt Maggie goes ; 
I must be toddling along.” She got up, drawing her fur-collared 
coat round her. ” Good-bye, all ! It's been ever so nice to have 
met you. Miss Dixon.” She went off, with a flash of teeth, and 
a jingling wave of the hand, leaving us feeling very flat and 
dissatisfied with a life, which made it possible for Nurse to 
summon one to the dining-room, by ringing the bell for more 
milk. 1 took it in with a glower of simmering hatred, quite 
worthy of the Demon King himself, in one of Ivy’s pantomimes. 


According to the voluble bulletins that Mrs. Vaughan gave 
us every morning, while ordering the meals, Clare’s husband 
was continuing to make good progress, and no anxiety was felt 
about him. There was no reason, therefore, why a dinner 
party, which had been brewing for some time, should not be 
held. 

” Are you sure you and Maud can manage all right by your- 
selves ? ” Mrs. Vaughan asked me. ” We shall be ten, I think, 
but I can easily get someone in to help with the waiting.” 

I said : ” No, no,” proudly, and assured her that it would be 
a mere nothing to us. I didn't want to miss the amusing part, 
which was the handing round, and listening to scraps of con- 
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versation ; also, we two fell over each other enough, as it was, 
without having another body to add to the confusion. 

Confusion is the right word for the state we were in on the 
evening of the party. In contrast to the first dinner I had cooked 
at the Vaughans', this time, everything was going wrong. 

It started by my dropping a milk bottle on the floor, leaving 
myself with nothing to make a White Sauce for the cauliflower. 

“ I’ll pop out for some,” said Maud amiably, but by the time 
she got back, I had discovered that, though there would be 
White Sauce, there was no cauliflower to put in it. 

” That greengrocer hasn’t sent,” said Maud, ” I know his 
sort, I’ll give him What For.” She was just going to pop again, 
when Clare came shouting that they wanted tea for three in tlie 
drawing-room, with Anchovy toast and Plum Cake. (How 
typical of Miss Nitchin to be here again to-day.) Would we also 
mind hurrying up with the nursery tea, as Peter was screaming 
with hunger. Maud had to stay and help get the teas, as I was 
too busy cooking to be able to do more than watch the toast. 
I rang up the green-grocer as soon as I had a spare moment, 
and reviled him. 


“ Haven’t got a boy in the shop,” he said, unabashed. ” Nor 
shall have before six, if then.” 


too. 


Maud, you’ll have to go, we want potatoes and onions 

* 


O.K., dear, just wait till I take in this tea. What a to-do, 
eh ? ” She went out again, into the rain, and while she was 
gone, one or two bells kept me rushing about ; once for more 
hot water, once for more jam sandwiches (Nurse), and once to 
open the door to a man selling tickets for the Firemen’s Ball. 
All this meant that my Jugged Hare, which ought to have been 
put into the oven long agoj was making no progress at all. I 
couldn’t find half the things to put in it, either. 

“ Maud, Maud ! ” when she came back laden with vegetables, 
and dripping rain-water on to the floor. ” Where’s that Cooking 
Port we had left over from last week ? ” We started a frenzied 
searching. 

” Can’t see for looking,” said Maud, standing on a chair to 
look on the top shelf of the cupboard. ” Oh, my Gordon ! ” 
she cried, losing her balance, and staggering to the ground. 
” Don’t you remember, dear ? We drank it that evening when 
I had the blues and you had the collywobbles.” 

This was ghastly. I saw myself having to jug the hare with 
water and cochineal, and leaving the rest to the imagination 
of the diners. There was only one thing to do. 
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We’ll have to get a bottle out of the wine cupboard. The 
key’s in the hall table. Maud, you do it, quick, while they’re 
at tea.” 

” Not me, I daren’t. You go, dear.” 

“ No, you.” 

We tossed for it in the end, and Maud lost. 

” ril take the cheapest-looking,” she whispered, tiptoeing 
into the hall with heavy thuds. Needless to say. Nurse chose this 
moment to finish her tea, and come out of the dining-room. 

” Tra-la-la ! ” sang Maud with artificial unconcern, pretend- 
ing to be sorting letters on the table, until Nurse and Peter had 
passed into the drawing-room. 

” Here,*’ said Maud, rushing back a minute later, and waving 
a bottle triumphantly, ” this is Port, isn’t it ? ” 

After a lot of hacking and delving, she got the cork out, and 
it was not till then that I took a closer look at the bottle, and saw 
the film of dust and age that clothed it, and the tell-tale bits of 
crusted black seal still clinging to the neck. 

‘‘ I took one of the shabbiest I could find,” said Maud cheer- 
fully. “Phew! You should have heard my heart beat. Haven’t 
had such a bit of excitement since father died.” i 

Quite exciting for the hare, too, to be jugged in rare old 
Vintage Port. I used it liberally, and poured the rest into a jug, 
so that I could bury the evidence of that bottle deep in the dust- 
bin. 

We washed up the tea, so as to get it out of the way, and I 
shook a careless soapy hand in the air, and deposited a few suds 
in the soup. It didn't seem to make any diflference to the taste, 
and : “ What the eye don’t see ” said Maud. 

She laid the table, and then came back to help me with the 
last stages of cooking. You wouldn’t have thought two people 
in one room could possibly get in one another’s way so much, or 
make quite such a commotion and mess. Even Mrs. Vaughan 
who, having at last got rid of the Nitchin by offering to pay her 
taxi, came in to see how things were going, retreated before the 
clamour of battle. There simply was no room for her : Maud and 
I had developed into about twenty people, with outsize feet. 

Maud had already put on her clean party apron, as it was now 
neiirly half-past seven, and the guests were due at a quarter to 
eight, I was going to change in the last minute, so as to be sure of 
not dirtying mine, and I was justified in this precaution, when a 
piercing howl from her, as she opened a tin of cherries to decorate 
the pudding, brought Clare out into the hall in a pair of cami- 
knickers. 
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“ Fruit-juice ! ” wailed Maud. " All over my apron, and 
I haven’t got another ! ” 

** Soak it in salt water, quick ! ” cried Clare, running about 
looking like a picture on a magazine cover. “ Gosh, the bell ! 
Let me get back to my room before you open the door.” She 
fled. I couldn’t answer the bell, shiny mess as I was from cooking 
and turmoil, and it had rung again, before I had found Maud an 
old, but fairly clean apron of mine in the dresser drawer. 

“ You’re too early,” said Clare, coming out into the hall 
again, as a loud guffaw announced that it was only Frances 
and husband. She took them into the drawing-room, doing 
up her dress as she went. 

The other guests were not so punctual. This, I believe, is a 
source of annoyance to the good cook, who has everything 
ready on time, but it is always a blessing to such as me. 

I cleaned myself up a bit while they were having cocktails, 
and carried in the soup, while Maud announced dinner. 
We had arranged that we would each do one side of the table, 
and this worked quite well, except that there was one rather 
pathetic man at the end who didn’t seem to belong to either of 
us, and was constantly being forgotten. I don’t believe he got 
- half the things handed to him, but perhaps it was as well, for 
he looked the dyspeptic sort. 

Clare made Maud’s face shine red with embarrassment 
through the thick white coat of powder that she had applied for 
the occasion by saying loudly, as she handed the soup : “ Oh, 
you got a clean apron, Maudie, dear, you do look smart ! ” 

The hare was a success worthy of the extravagance of its 
ingredients. “ What a delicious dish ! ” said a large purple 
velvet woman on Mr. Vaughan’s right, “ 1 really must be greedy 
and have another helping.” 

“ I hope it doesn't put you under the table, that’s all,” I 
thought, holding the dish while she spooned out a lot of the 
Fine Old Fruity gravy. 

Serving the dinner between the two of us was quite a hectic 
business and we should have been even more flustered if it had 
not been such an informal affair. Mr. Vaughan helped by 
^ stumbling about with the drinks, and his wife popped up and 
down in her usual style, getting bread, and thinking she heard 
the telephone ring. A brief lull in the babel of conversation was 
filled by a penetrating whisper from Maud, as she handed Frances 
the sweet course : “ Come on. Miss, tickle out the cherries ! 
We haven’t got all night.” 

In spite of the many set-backs that had occurred during its 
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preparation, the dinner seemed to go down all right, helped 
along by the lavishness of the host in the matter of alcohol. 
The men were so obviously dug in for a long session with the 
port and brandy, that Maud and I abandoned all hope of clearing 
the table for some time,, and sat down to stuff ourselves with 
leavings among the piles of dirty crockery that littered the 
kitchen. The best part of any party is always the discussion 
and criticism of the guests that one indulges in afterwards, ^ 
whether one has participated in a below or an above-stairs 
capacity. Maud was quite vindictive for her. She had taken 
exception to a nut-crackery woman in a violent shade of 
cyclamen. 

“ I never did like that Mrs. Holden, and I never shall,” she 
declared. “ I take people as they come and she comes very 
unpleasant. Messing about with the sweet, she was, as if it was 
mud pies, and then didn't lake but only a spoonful. Well ! ” 

1 felt like saying : ” If you don’t want to buy the watch, don’t 
breathe on the works.” 

“ She drank enough, anyway. I saw her fairly lapping it 
up.” 

*‘ That's right. Would you believe it, she had some of that 
green stuff — cream demented, or whatever they call it, and then 
didn't say no to a glass of brandy.” 

An uproar of male voices indicated that the gents were 
joining the ladies, and a higher, more piercing wail indicated that 
the noise had woken Peter. 

Maud and I cleared away the rest of the things in the dining- 
room, and were continuing our gossip over the washing up, 
when Nurse came padding into the kitchen — a most unappetising 
figure in black carpet slippers and a green flannel dressing-gown. 
Her streaky hair, smelling more strongly of moth balls than ever, 
hung down her back like so much seaweed. 

“ They've woken my little boy,” she said, ” I never heard of 
such a thing,” She turned her school-mistress eye on us as if 
wc were to blame. “ I’m going to see if a little warm milk 
won't send him off.” 

” Oh, Nurse, I'm ever so sorry,” I said, ” there isn’t a drop 
in the place till the milkman comes to-morrow.” 

She had never h.card of such a thing as this either. She took 
it as a sign of personal spite, “ I shall have to speak to Mrs. 
Vaughan in the morning,” she said. ” I shall have to make it 
clear to her that I'm not at all accustomed to this sort of thing. 
I’ve never had to do with it before, and I don't wish to start now.” 
She was go^e, with an indignant whisk of the seaweed. I was 
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too tired to do more than giggle/eebly, and Maud was seriously 
shocked at such an exhibition of superiority from one whom 
she didn't consider Real Class. Peter evidently soon decided 
that it was better to be asleep than to have to contemplate his 
nurse, for the wails ceased before long. 

Mrs. Vaughan came into the kitchen to say how well it had 
all gone off. I thought for the thousandth time what a mercy it is 
that mistresses don’t see the back-stage details of a dinner party, 
they probably wouldn’t eat a thing if they did. 

We didn’t finish till well after eleven o’clock, but the next day 
was a Sunday, which meant that I didn’t have to arrive quite so 
early in the morning. 

I saw Nurse buttonhole Mrs. Vaughan after breakfast, and 
tell her some long story, with much nodding of the head and 
raising of the eyebrows. I thought it was probably about me, 
so I was not surprised when I was summoned after Nurse had 

don’t quite know what it's all about,” said my mistress, 
smiling, “but Nurse seems annoyed about something. You 
must be careful not to upset her. It may be only a little mis- 
understanding, but I do like harmony in my household.” I 
< was going to stick up for myself, but she, who hated having to 
“ speak to ” anyone, hastily picked up the telephone and dialled 
a number, to prevent any further discussion of the subject. 

I slouched out of the room, muttering gloomily, and met 
Peter in the hall, dressed to go out. He was amusing himself 
while he waited for his nurse, by methodically straightening 
out each separate fringe of a Persian rug. I stopped to have a 
word with him— here was someone, at least, who didn’t annoy me. 
As far as he was concerned, my sole use in the world was to 
provide food, so he promptly seized me by the hand, and led 
me to his favourite biscuit tin in the kitchen. The child was 
ambidextrous, so it always had to be two of everything, so that 
he could have one in each hand. He was sitting on the table, 
taking bites out of each biscuit in turn, when a camphorated 
tornado blew in through the door, swooped down on him, and 
bore him off, screaming, and dribbling tears and biscuit crumbs 

all the way to the front door. 

” Now I’ve told you time again, you re not to keep running 
into the kitchen. If you want a biscuit, you can ask Nanny 
for it, the kitchen is not the place for little boys.” 

The door slammed on this remark, and I was left seething. 
I suppose she thought the child would pick up vices or something 
if he spent too long in my company. I was longing for Maud 
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to arrive, so that I could unload my grievances on to her good- 
natured ear. Surely she was very late ? I looked at the clock, 
and saw that she was nearly an hour after her time. I was 
thinking that pretty soon I would be able to put off no longer 
the various unpleasant jobs that I had been leaving for her to do, 
when the back bell rang, and I opened the door to an extremely 
dirty small boy in trousers cut down from a full-grown man's, 
bunched round his waist with a bit of string. He handed me >■ 
an envelope which said : “ Mrs. Vaughan, by hand, so, 
telling him to wait, I took it along to the drawing-room. Mrs. 
Vaughan read it, tut-tutted in a distressed way, and handed it 

to me. 

“ Dear Madam (I read), 

“ I am sorry to say that Mum has taken a Coma. She 
lays still as she has done since 5 this morning and Dr. Bright 
says not to leave her. Hope you can spare me Madam. Will 
let you know when I can come back. Please tell Monica Mr. 

V. must have clean towels to-day. 

“ With apologies, Madam, yours truly, 

“ M. Buxton (Maud).” 

i 

This was most upsetting, especially the touching evidence of 
Maud’s devotion to duty. Mrs. Vaughan asked me to get her 
the medical dictionary, while she scribbled a note in reply, so 
that she could look up all about Diabetic comas. 

The small boy was still standing where, I had left him, but on 
one leg now, with the other twisted round it ii^an uncomfortable- 
looking way. I gave him the note, and sixpence from Mrs. 
Vauglian, and impressed on him that he was to go straight back 
to Maud. 

When she was worried about anything, Mrs. Vaughan always 
had to vent her anxiety in a flow of words, so I had to go along 
to the drawing-room and lend an ear. She didn’t really want 
answers, as she was quite happy to conduct a conversation with 
herself, but she liked to have someone in the room, for company’s 
sake. 

I got on with polishing the fire-dogs while she talked. 

“ Very wort} ing,” she was saying. ” Poor Maud, I do feel 
so so ry for her. Of course, her mother’s been ill for a long time, 
but th;i. does seem to be a turn for the worse. A coma — rather 
serious. I’m afraid, but on the other hand it may be nothing 
much — perhaps the doctor’s a scaremonger. I hope they’ll 
take her to hospital .... Oh, of course they will, they always 
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do if it’s serious. Unless, of course, she can’t be moved. She’d 
be better in hospital, though. I wonder if I could do any good 
by going round there ? I think I will, if she isn’t better to-morrow. 
One might be a nuisance, though, I wouldn’t want Maud to 
think I was interfering. I wonder when she’ll come back — she 
won’t stay away long unless her mother’s really bad, then we 
should have to get someone in to help you. I think I’ll leave 
^ it for the moment, until we hear from Maud. You must just 
skimp the work, we shan’t mind. I’ll help you where I can. 
D’you think you can manage ? I don’t want to ask too much of 
you.” 

“ Yes, madam,” I said, making my first and last contribution 
to the conversation. I had finished my polishing, and Mrs. 
Vaughan seemed to have temporarily dried up, so I left her, as 

I had a thousand things to do. 

I didn’t know where to start. There were so many things that 
Maud usually did, such as beds, baths, and boots, as well as 
my own share of the housework, and all the cooking. We had 
drifted into a sort of slap-dash routine, and, between us, had got 
through the work fairly easily, but my brain reeled at the 
thought of doing it all by myself. However, Mrs. Vaughan 
had said ” skimp the work,” so I took her at her word, and it 
was an understatement for the shirking I indulged in that 


"^I*made beds by the simple, if unhygienic, method of pulling 
UD the clothes without untucking them, and barely stayed long 
enough in the bathroom to put the tooth-brushes in the mugs 
and fold up the bathmat. I closed my eyes to the three layers 
of dirt round the bath, indicating where Nurse, Peter, and Clare 
had rid themselves of some of the grime of London. The next 
person in would be Mr. Vaughan, who was short-sighted, and 
would only add a fresh level anyway. Nevertheless, there was 
still enough that had to be done to keep me Panting about the 
place, trying to dust, sweep, and cook lunch for four people 

and a baby all at the same time. . u • 

I wished it had not been the day for Peter to have brains , 
I always had to nerve myself for the ordeal of handling thern 
and this morning my resistance was weak. I thought of * 

mother in her coma and wished it was me. There is no doubt 
that drudgery is embittering to the soul, and the sympathy 
that I should have been feeling for the Buxton farmly was replaced 
bv a rather sour resentment. 

“Poor Maud and all that.” I thought, starting to wash up 
the breakfast things, when I could stand the sight of the egg- 
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and marmalade-encrusted plates no longer,^** but if ever there 
was a case of * One pair of hands it s now. 

It was a horrible lunch I gave them. Stringy, sodden ^bbage, 
overdone beef, and lumpy custard were among the things that 
made it memorable. Laying the table in a hurry, I had forgotten 
various things, and I had to keep running to the kitchen for them, 
in between handing round. I had also forgotten to make any 
coffee, and as they were going to a concert they had not time to 
wait while I made some. 

Almost the worst part of the whole thing was the confounded 
tolerance of the Vaughan family. They didn’t mind a bit, and 
kept making allowances for me, which was more annoying than 
if they had reviled me, as it put me in the wrong for feeling ill- 
used. However, there was always Nurse to pin a bit of spare 
rage on to ; she was quite willing to add to the gaiety of life 
by demanding extras, such as a Swiss roll for Peter’s tea. I 
made no objection as I was beginning to feel resigned, in a sort 
of stark Russian way, and one thing more to do couldn’t possibly 
make me feel any worse. To-day was Sunday, anyway, and I 
was supposed to go off at six o’clock, which I determined to do, 
whether I had finished my work or not. It amused me to think 
that there had been a time, far back at the start of my kitchen 
career, when I should have had no peace of mind or sleep if I 
had gone home leaving any jobs undone. Domestic service 
had had a most demoralising effect on me. It was a very 
different person from that conscientious enthusiast of over a 
year ago who now banged the door behind her on empty coal- 
scuttles, a supper laid with only the bare necessities, tea-things 
in the sink, and three pieces of a broken plate lying in the middle 
of the dirty kitchen floor. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

Looking back on my last few weeks at the Vaughans I can 
never make out why I didn’t throw up the sponge sooner than 
I did. Maud’^^ mother continued to “ lay like a log, madam,” 
and this an ’ other circumstances combined to result in my 
carrying ci' by myself. Mrs. Vaughan and I had a heart-to- 
heart tall a few days after we heard that Maud was not yet 
coming back. 

I was laying the fire in the drawing-room, a task that was 
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supposed to be done before breakfast but never was. My 
mistress never said anything about it, and didn’t seern to mind 
my crashing about in the hearth while she was writing letters 

and telephoning to tradesmen. 

“ Well, Monica,” she said, raising her voice so as to be heard 
above the clatter of me raking out cinders, “ I really don’t know 
what to say. I've made enquiries, but it seems impossible to 
♦ find a char who's half-way nice. I’d rather the flat went dirty 
than have to put up with some of the drunken old cripples 
they've offered me. — Yes, what is it, dear ? as her husband 
poked his head round the door. He didn t see me as the sofa 
was between him and my kneeling form, so he spoke without 

reticence. 

“ Where the hell has that imbecile hidden my nail-scissors ? 
I wish you’d speak to her, dearest. Of all the half-witted sluts 

we^ve ever had . . . 

Ruhig ! 1st im zimmer ! hissed his wife, whose German 

education was better than her French. ^ 

“ Mein Goti, is she ? Je n'ai pas vu, he mumbled, with- 

drawing his head hurriedly. Mrs. Vaughan was so upset to 
think that I might have been offended that, to show I didn t 

< mind I had to fall in with the suggestion she now put to me. 

“I’was wondering,” she said, “whether, if I gave you a bit 
extra, you could possibly carry on by yourself for the time being. 
You seem to be managing quite well— providing you re not 
getting too tired ? It seems hardly worth trying to find a 
fon-eLtent ohar when we don't know when Maud may come 
back What d’you think ? 1 don t want to slave-drive you. 

You mustn’t mind Mr. Vaughan,” she added, laughing uncer- 
tainly, “ you know what men are— always saying things they 
dotf t mean. I do hope it didn't upset you ? She looked so 
concerned that I had to say : “ I’m sure I can manage myself. 
maHam ” in order to show her there was no ill-feehng. 

Sh^s’aid that she would give me thirty-five shillings a week 
and added the extra bait that Clare would not be staying much 
kmeer as she was taking her husband away to convalesce 
h Nurse was staying on, needless to say but I was getting so used 
to loathing her that I should almost have missed her if she had 

®°rwas in a rut altogether. Exhaustion gradually began to 
induce in my brain a coma quite worthy of Mrs. ahhou^i 

^fboiy was not recumbent like hers, but walked about tn 
Stai and automatic toil. I don’t blame my mistress, for I had 
Kght it on myself, and she really had no idea how tired I was. 
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She merely thought me rather more than abnormally stupid and 
spent her time making allowances for each fresh nonsense that 
I made, which encouraged me to make still more to see how 
much she would stand. 

Sometimes, in order to cheer myself up, I tried dressing-up 
and going out in the evening, but it was not a success. I had 
lost the Party Spirit — it had gone down the plug-hole of the 
sink, or been thrown into the dustbin and buried under tin cans T 
and cabbage stalks. 

On days when my employers were going out to dinner they 
generally let me go home at about seven, which gave me the 
opportunity to attempt a little weary whoopee. I arrived home 
on one of these evenings to find an invitation to go to the theatre 
and dance afterwards. I decided to go, although I didn’t know 
the people very well, and I had never felt less like gaiety in my 
life. 

I quite enjoyed the theatre because it gave me the chance of 
having a nice little nap. I woke up in the intervals and said : 

“ Marvellous ! I do think it’s good, don’t you 7 ” so nobody 
noticed that I had no idea whether the play was musical comedy 
or a Russian tragedy. 

A good supper revived me ; it was lovely to eat food that ^ 
I hadn’t cooked myself, and I had quite a light-hearted dance or 
two, untroubled by housemaid’s knee. 

“ Thank Heaven for alcohol ! ” I kept thinking, amazed at 
the way in which those feet, which had been trailing around all 
day behind brooms and carpet-sweepers, were doing the rumba. 

My knell was sounded, however, by the voice that said ; 

“ There \vill be an inter\’al for the glasses to be cleared from the 
tables ! ” 

Pretty soon after that I began to wilt, and it was unfortunate 
that I had to do it while dancing with a hot-blooded gentleman 
of South American extraction. I suddenly felt like death and 
drooped on his shoulder, hooking myself on with my chin to 
save myself from falling like a log. He thought this was the 
Invitation to the Waltz and got very Trans-Atlantic. His 
passionate grip had the advantage of supporting me and keeping : 
me on my feet, so I could just bear it until the end of the dance 
released me from his greasy clutches. I staggered to a chair 
and said : “ 1 really ought to go home. I’m rather tired. I’ve 
been working so hard all day.” No one knew what at, they 
were the sort of people who would have raised their eyebrows 
and laughed uncomfortably if they had known they were enter- 
taining a cook-general. 
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“ I weel take you ’ome,** said Black Pedro instantly, and I had 
to choose between this very repulsive prospect and going on to 
a Night Club with the others. A good look at Pedro decided 
me. We all got into taxis and I found myself walking as though 
in my sleep into a dim and airless haunt of gaiety six times as 
sordid as any basement that ever smelt of greens. 

I sat down at a comer table with the rest, and soon they all 
got up to dance. Pedro asked me and I shook my head, which 
suddenly weighed ten stone, so that I had to put my arms on to 

the table and drop it on to them. 

The band was playing “ Boom, boom, zinca boom, zinca 
boom 1 ” or was it in my head ? No, because there was a bee 

there, singing . . . singing, to the boom, zinca boom Ees the 

matter ? said Pedro from the other side of London. Boom said 
the bee, said the boom, said the . . . you cell ? I am swimming 
in waves of rhythm ... I am sinking . . . boom, zinca boom, 

sinking boom, sinking ... ... . . . 

My heart woke me by dropping out of my breast with a crash. 
I was instantly conscious of a strong and unfamiliar smell, and 
raising my head slightly, I saw with surprise that a fat white 
hand with crimson nails was attached to one of my elbows 

like a growth. . . ^ , r i 

I’ve brought you some aspirin, dear, make you leel better. 

Just the ticket when you’ve passed out,” said a hoarse voice in 

my ear. I was bolt upright now and fully conscious pf where I 

'^“pkdro had disappeared, and the others, I suppose, were still 
dancing somewhere on the dim and faraway sea of the dan« 
floor I was alone at the table except for a raddled but motherly 
creature, who had for the moment abandoned her duties of 
“ hostess ” to minister to what she thought was a Dead 

^My^one thought was to escape, I couldn’t even thank her. 

I pushed her away, and, leaping to my feet made for the door, 
followed by the delighted sniggers of the band, who had evidently 

been watching the whole comedy of my disgrace 

This episode, with the consequent n^essity for apologies to 
my hostess, whom I have never seen since, and the death-like 
H^gover that enveloped me all the next day, discouraged me 
from much more sociability. I had to attend an occasional 
dinner party, and there were one or two rather pathetic incidents 
sich as the time when I went fast asleep with my head P' ‘o«ed 
on the shoulder of a High Court judge, and once when I lost all 
Stance of success with a French Count who discovered, when he 
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kissed my hand, that it smelt strongly of that well-known 
perfume, “ Bouquet des Ognons.” 

I had got into the state of thinking that life was bounded by 
gas-stoves and grease, and saw no reason to imagine that it 
could ever hold anything more for me. This melancholy 
thought made me sour and disagreeable during the few hours I 
spent at home, and by no means a ray of sunshine at the 
Vaughans. My sulky apathy was beginning to tell on even 
my mistress’s nerves, though she never ticked me off. I noticed 
her once or twice checking an impatient exclamation at my 
imcompetence, but she was far too kind ever to suggest “ making 
a change,” however trying I was, quite apart from the fact that 
she knew that the species ” Cook-General ” was comparatively 
rare. The poor woman’s flat was in a terrible state. The 
smuts and dust of London, which always get the upper hand 
unless resisted with methodical zeal, had consolidated their 
position, undeterred by my feeble opposition with dirty dusters 
and brushes clogged with fluff. 

Once when Mr. Vaughan had his glasses on he caught sight 
of his tarnished golf cups, and he also discovered that the 
mustard and pepper pots had reverted to their former condition 
of emptiness. I was just on my way in with the joint and two 
veg., but I waited outside the door until he had finished saying : 
” Really, dearest, why don't you speak to her ? You put up 
with anything ; it’s thoroughly bad for a lazy girl like that.” 

There was a pause, presumably for Mrs. Vaughan to tap her 
head significantly, and I heard her murmur something about 
” Poor thing . . . can't help it.” 

The first of December is a date that is engraved on my memory, 
for it was the day on which 1 woke at last to the realisation of a 
New Dawn. I can’t understand why it didn’t happen before ; 
1 can only suppose that it was this sort of trance of fatigue that I 
was in that made me accept my dreary lot for so long. It was 
certainly not curiosity any longer or interest in seeing Life in 
the Raw. 1 had found out all I wanted to know about kitchen 
affairs, and a great deal too much about the squalor attached 
thereto. 

It was while I was washing-up after lunch, always one of the 
lowest spots of the day, that I suddenly saw the light. 

Something seemed to click in my brain. The curtain of fog 
went up with a rush, and it became all at once crystal clear and 
filled with the dazzling white light of reason. 

” This is no sort of a life for a girl ! ” The words rang in my 
head like a bugle call. The back-door bell rang, too, and the 
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baker was quite startled by the joyous reception I gave him. 1 
almost embraced liim in my new-found lightness of heart. It 
didn’t matter that he was one of the most drooping and depressed- 
looking creatures who ever walked this earth ; 1 bubbled at him, 

hardly knowing what 1 was saying. 

“ I’m going ! I’m leaving ! For ever, I 
has dawned. I can’t stand it any longer. Oh, baker, baker, 

confiratulatc me, I’m so happy ! • ^ a 

I Seized him by the hand, and he suffered_it to be pumped 
up and down, saying gloomily ; "What a song and dance about 

' What Tre'you mlkmg about 7 I've fired myself tlus 
time^ I’m walking on air, I tell you. I'm going to Live, Laugli, 

and Love ! Can you waltz ? ^ hesitatinely 

“ 1 did used to in me younger days . . . he ^aid .^^f^itatingEy, 

but with a sparkle of something almost like wistful gaiety 

suf!“"'of"th^'“ Blue Danube,” panting and gasping 

your work, and don t mal« yourse v 

She had got so s or two so as to save 

deaf and dumb, as I had tor tne la startled 

myself the escaped me. She retreated before 

by the spate of words that now t.sc<ipe“ fending me off with 

them into the ^°‘^"“®,aighDnto the drawing-room, and 

ErihSw : •“ SSd 1 ... e... mad. 

me Sertagly. anything the matter, Momea 7 You 

‘°°\‘’d'^‘n’t‘’foe%uite the thing, ’m,” I mumbled. " Vertigo. 
Mother says I ought m take ^ -st-go^away^or^ome 

Itrenglh^’ You’Tkill yourself if you go on like this.’ I never 
wTsiong from a chUd, you know, madam. 
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Illness had got me out of the Chilford House job without 
acrimony, so I thought I had better fall back on it again this 
lime. 

I rather wished I hadn’t, for Mrs. Vaughan, though secretly 
rejoicing at the opportunity to get rid of me without hurting my 
feelings, was terribly concerned about my health. She insisted 
on feeling the back of my neck which she declared was stinging 
hot and showed I had a temperature. I managed to convince f 
her that I could hold together until she found someone to 
replace me. I tried to strike a note of wilting but courageous 
suffering, which was difficult when the only thing wrong with me 
was a fever of delirious joy. 

Distressed, she went away to ring up all the agencies she 
knew, and 1, feeling rather a cad, decided to prepare a very 
special dinner to salve my conscience. 

Mrs. Vaughan went out to follow up one or two likely trails, 
throwing parting injunctions at me “ not to overdo it,” and to 
” take two aspirins in a glass of hot milk.” 

She didn’t get back till after six, by which time an exotic 
chicken dish was simmering itself to rich perfection in the oven. 

She found me in the drawing-room whither I had gone in response 
to a roar from Mr. Vaughan : “ Curse this infernal machine ! 
Monica ! come and gel this damned number for me before 
I ” 

The w hole trouble was that the poor darling’s fingers were too 
fat and stubby to fit into the holes of the dial. He had tried 
yelling : “ Operator, operator ! ” into the mouthpiece, and 
been maddened by the penetrating and impersonal ” burr-r-r-r ” 
that mocked him in answer. By the time I came to his rescue 
he had forgotten what number he was trying to get. When he 
eventually found it, after much hunting through a jumble of 
papers in his pocket-book, I decided not to dial it, but to dial 
” O " and let him ask them for it. I thought it would be good 
for “O's ” patronising smugness to listen to a sample of his 
extensive vocabulary. 

His wife came in when he was in the middle of it, so with a 
final shout of “ I write to T/ie Times ! ” he gave it up and 
decided to write ' ,)ostcard instead. 

I left them . thought she might want to tell him about me, 
for women w.!l never learn that if there is one subject that bores 
a man mere than any other it is the servant problem in his own 
house. 

She came into the kitchen quite soon and said : “ Well, 
you 11 be pleased to hear that weTe going out to dinner ; 


ONE PAIR OF HANDS 


171 


you can go home when you like. That ]l be nice, won t it ? 

I could have cried, had it not been for the spring of happiness 

that was still bubbling inside me. “ The chicken madam ! 

I cried, agonised. “ A special dish. And the zahaglione ! ” 

“ Oh dear, I didn’t think you would have started yet. I had 

said roasted, hadn’t I ? We can’t very well get out of going to 

the Welds now, I asked them if they’d have us. Wouldn’t it 

keep till to-morrow ? We could have it heated up • . • Oh> by 

the way, talking of to-morrow, I think I’ve found somebody. 

She’s going to come in during the morning to see the place, 

and I’ll get you to show her what’s what. I expect your mothei 

would like you to go away as soon as possible, wouldn t she . 

Where are you thinking of going ? ” 

“ Skegness,” I said at random and thought afterwards that it 

might be a bit too bracing at this time of year, so added or 
Hove ” as an afterthought. 

The timid creature who arrived the next morning as my 
noSble suco^ssor was called Mrs. Hopper She crept about the 
niace with Mrs Vaughan, clearing her throat nervously when 
fcse? her forehead puckered anxiously under a green 

And“now ” said Mrs. Vaughan in the hall, “ 
think you’d like to come to us I’ll take you to the kitchem 
Monica can explain things there to you better than 1 can. I m 

afraid I’m no cook. however, as they came in togetlier 

and Mrs^Vaughan, '‘‘l wafable'to lo“on 

routine. She knew all accomplishments of her 

anyway. It was one ^ could discourse at length 

extraordinarily versatde^b th^^^_^ unhindered by the 

on the principle of J , , j n out in practice. I had 

fact that she would be unaWcW^c^ golf when he came 

heard her telling ^ 8 ^ Sunday evening, and really, 

home tired and discou 8 “ text-book 

though Pf*-P^;,";‘trinstruc;ion, too, on how to drive a 
car, with had’ton thclltt day on 

°hh ear* for two chickens and a baby ^ 

have a cup of tea with me. 
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We didn’t get on particularly well together, I'm afraid, as I 
was feeling excited and rather distrait, and she was one of the 
most painfully self-conscious women who ever crooked a little 
finger over a kitchen cup. She was desperately anxious to make 
it clear that she was a cook-general only . from necessity and not 
from station. 

“ Just a temporary thing this is for me,” she said, nibbling 
genteely at a small crumb of bread ; ” it’s never been my lot T 
to serve, you know.” 

I was in no mood to tell her such things as : ‘‘ Everyone that 
humbleth himself shall be exalted,” which is what she would 
have liked to hear, or to paint a rose-tinted picture of domestic 
service for her encouragement. I sat silent, thinking, and she, 
though slightly daunted by my churlishness, cleared her throat 
a bit and tried to keep the conversation going. 

” Of course, I wouldn’t really be doing this sort of thing at 
all,” she pursued, ” were it not for certain unhappy circumstances. 
Poor Mr. Hopper was taken from me all too soon ; he wasn’t 
able to provide for me as he would have wished.” 

I was uncertain whether this meant that one ought to express 
sympathy for Mr. Hopper’s demise or for his incarceration, so ^ 
I let it pass, and his wife became even more convinced of my ^ 
uncouthness and began to show a desire to leave, but an inability 
to make the mo\'e. I was called away to open the front door to 
Clare, who had come to lunch to help dispose of last night’s 
chicken, and when I got back to the kitchen I found that Mrs. 
Hopper had hopped it. We hadn’t arranged what time she 
should arrive the next day, so I ran out of the back door in the 
hope of catching her on the outside staircase. I was just in time 
to see the top of her hat, like an inverted pudding basin, descend- 
ing spirally to the street below. 1 yelled at her with no result, 
so 1 gave it up and leant against the railing thinking about 
life. 

Watching the green blob becoming smaller and smaller made 

me wonder u hat I should think of my year and a half of servitude 

when its memories had diminished too. I was still too near to 

it at the moment to regard it as anything but a most despressing 1 

chapter ot my life, and I wondered whether I should ever find 

myself in the position of people who talk about their school days 

as the happiest days of their life with no idea of being untruthful. 

They forget the misery that they may have suffered — that agony 

of spirit that nearly all children and very young people know and 

no g:o\\n-up can understand, because they have already for- 
gotten. 
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Our memories are merciful ; they store up details of tiappiness 
much more readily than details of sorrow. We, however, respond 
ungratefully by indulging our innate passion for self-torture by 
turning remembrance into regret. In the end the memory 
of something perfect becomes even sadder than the memory ol 
despair, for we torment ourselves with the thought that it can 

never be quite the same again. x. . . u 

When the first agony of a real sorrow has faded, though the 

sorrow may remain, natural resilience makes the mental picture 
of oneself in the throes of it fade too. Happiness is so easy to 
picture that one dwells almost morbidly on some lovely memory. 
harCV on the fact that it is gone, exaggerating, imagining. 
Sarins .he present unfavourably until there you are .n 
floods of tears and almost ready for the gas-oven. 

“ Ah well ” I said, turning to go in, c est la vie. 

“Ho yes’ we bad one but it died,” said the grocer s boy 
rounding th; las. turn of the staircase and handing me half a 

fh^dn^f bee^aMh: than about ten 

w^ks ^was long enouSt to make me quite an institution. They 
were a very die-hard family, hating change, and when it ° 

The poin'^hey thought they were sorry to see me go, and felt 

quite tender towards me evening and 

. SIS 

steak-and-kidney uke to play sometimes, drawing 

It IS a curious game t^t people n „,der to get 

out the maid ® funny idea that she may 

amusement out of iT^nf her own Nice people like the 

have some sort of “ "a" you ; but it comes to 

Vaughans laugh wi h gei used to the idea of 

the same thing m ' f (he obhvion of servitude into 

being suddenly hauled out to provide entertain- 

the spotlight ‘ jdenly tire of you, and intimate that 

ntent until ‘hfy qu\e an easy game to play. You 

Frances started t this ^ ^ j ^hy 

]:^Sn^r’riea"vinr; that young man of hers has come up to the 
scratch at last ! 
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I smiled politely, waiting to see whether they wanted to play or 
whether they were going to start talking about something else. 

I was quite ready to oblige, but I wasn’t going to waste any 
energy. Clare took it up. 

“ Has he proposed ? How thrilling ! What did he say and 
where did he do it ? ” 

This was the cue for me to become side-splittingly unconven- 
tional. f" 

“ What a thing to say. Miss Clare ! ” I said, handing her 
husband the potatoes from the wrong side, “ you know I don’t 
care for men.” 

“What about that Adonis I saw you talking to outside the 
lift the other day ? ” asked Mr. Vaughan with his mouth full 
of pie. 

“ Pardon, sir ? I didn't quite catch. A — what ? ” 

” Adonis. Good-looking chap, you know. Good God ! ’* 
(aside to Clare) “ don't they give these girls any education ? ” 

“ Oh, him,” I said, ignoring this slight on one of the most 
famous girls' schools in London, “ that was only the lift man in 
his Sundays. He's no oil-painting.” 

The thing was getting a bit laboured. I hoped they’d soon ^ 
get sick of it, but they were determined to give me a break on my 
last evening. 

Frances again : “ I'm sure I saw you with a red-haired man at 
the ' Odeon ' last week. Honestly,” looking round the table, 

I was sitting just behind them. If you're not engaged to him, 
Monica, you certainly ought to be.” 

“ Miss Frances ! May you be forgiven. My friend’s a 
married man. His wife's away at the moment so I’m simply 
keeping him warm.” I rounded this off with a daring wink, 
and felt that 1 had done enough. 1 wanted to lake away the pie 
and sec whether they had left any kidneys for me. 

Mrs, Vaughan thought I had gone a bit too far with my last 
remark and hastily turned the conversation away from me before 
1 could pollute anyone’s mind, so I was able to escape gladly to 
the kitchen. Not one single kidney ! Really, I thought, people 
arc gross. Greed is only pardonable in those one loves very < 
dearly or in oneself. 

After dinner I was yelled for from the drawing-room to go and 
say good-b>c to the younger members of the family whom I 
wouldn't see to-morrow. Nurse had drifted away with Peter 
during the afternoon without so much as a nod to me. To her 
I was '■‘ne of tliose things that one hopes to exterminate by 
pretending they are not there. 
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T sidled in, wiping my hands on my apron, and when I saw 
them all sitting there, the picture of a family happy in the old- 
fashioned way, that is rare enough nowadays, my heart quite 
warmed to them and I could almost have wished that I was 
staying on amid this nice contented atmosphere. Almost, but 
not quite. 

Clare was sitting on her father’s knee, busily engaged in 
patterning the top of his bald head with lipstick. Her husband 
was dropping pipe-ash over a photograph album that he was 
looking at with Clare, who was being roared at by her father : 
“ For God’s sake, why can no woman ever look at photographs 
without putting sticky fingers all over them ? ” Clare’s husband 
had decided that she was, after all, quite fetching and was 
absent-mindedly stroking the back of her neck while he noisily 
appreciated the humour of his father-in-law. 

Mrs. Vaughan was darning socks. This was a complicated 
business, as she couldn’t darn without her glasses, and for some 
unknown reason she couldn t talk if she had them on. To darn 
without talking would have been agony, but on the other hand, 
in view of the pile of socks in her basket she didn’t feel justified 
in talking without darning. The result was a complicated exercise 
of taking the glasses off, losing them, finding them and putting 
them on, losing her needle, dropping the sock, picking every- 
thing up and just getting ready to atuick a hole, and then 
thinking of something to say and starting the whole thing over 

There you are. Monica,” she said, removing the encum- 
brance once more. ” they just want to say good-bye before you 

^^it had undoubtedly been her suggestion, but 

me dutifully by my red and rather sodden hand— I had just been 

washing up — and wished me luck. • u ♦ 

"eneraf McT'h^ough^'L under mS’s umbrella 

uLhastened by the thought of what he would say when he found 

I had taken it consideration for M,s. Hopper 

An impulsive and short and mess 

made me have a " J^oked a large breakfast for Mr. 

that was my legacy to her. 1 co lingered over it, 

Vaughan as a token 

and, rushing off to the office in a hu > , hall and 

me. His wife, when she realised this, wa. across 
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out of the front door like a bullet. She caught him waiting for 
the lift, and I heard him complaining slightly, like a small boy 
who has been told to go and wash his hands. He stumped back 
to the kitchen and blurted out : “ Good-bye, Monica, it’s 
been so nice having you with us,” at the top of his voice, as- if 
he were addressing a large crowd behind my left shoulder, and 
hurried away again. 

” What, no tip ? ” I thought as the lift gates rattled and 
crashed. 

Mrs. Vaughan made me ashamed of my graspingness by 
presenting me before I left with a most beautiful pair of bedroom 
slippers made of white rabbit fur that had been bought for 
Frances but discovered to be too small. 

Mrs. Hopper arrived at twelve o'clock, and was established in 
the kitchen in a black dress and a black full-length apron that 
sported a great many pink cabbage-roses but no waistline. 
She had a curious way of accompanying all her actions with a 
soiro voce running commentary of spoken thoughts. I left her 
making an apple pic, and could hear it going on in the distance 
while I took leave of my mistress in the hall. 

” Three ounces of butter — weigh it out — that's right. Now, 
let me see, I must have six ounces of flour ; here's the bin, it 
looks as if it could do with a clean. How much sugar ? Sugar, 
sugar, where arc you. sugar ? This must be it ; the supply seems 
rather low. I’ll put it all in. Apples — one, two, three, four, 
five, six ; will that, be sufficient, I wonder ? ” and so on as a 
background for the kind and solicitous remarks that Mrs. 
Vaughan was pouring into my undeserving ear. 

“ Now, be sure to come and see us when you’re passing and 
tell us how you're getting on.” (This was probably what Miss 
Nitcliin had been told, too.) “Take care of yourself. Tell 
your mother from me that you ought to go on an acid-free diet ; 
do you al! the good in the world. I used to say the same thing 
to Maud, but she never paid any attention.” 

“ Oh, you will give her my love when she comes back, won't 
you, madam ? ” 


“Of course, She ought to be back next week. It’s wonderful 
that her mother's so much better. Maud won't have so much 

to do for her any longer. Well, good-bye, and be sure Oh 

as a crash came from the kitchen followed by a feeble 
wailing. “ I believe that's Mrs. Hopper in trouble already, 
I d better go and see. Good-bye again.” She rushed away, so 
I had to call “ Good-bye, madam ” after her. I knew the timbre 
of e\’ery crash and clatter that could be j.ot out of that kitchen, 




1 

1 




ONE PAIR OF HANDS 


177 


and this one was only the old familiar story of the oven shelf 
being pulled out too far and falling to the ground, sometimes 
accompanied (as in this case) by a pie-dish that had been standing 

on it. 

I shut the front door behind me on poor Mrs. Vaughan at the 
start of a fresh saga of contretemps. The people who deserve 
perfect service never seem to get it ; I suppose because they are 
too indulgent. It seems hard when one thinks of the can- 
tankerous devils whose staff hop round them with the immacu- 
It seemed funny to be swanking out of the flats by way of the 
lift and the main entrance instead of clattering down the iron 
staircase at the back. It was the epitome of my glorious freedom 

and as such gave me a terrific thrill. • . r 

Lturning to the family bosom, I found it of 

relief at the ending of w'hat they had written ofi as a period of 
stringe and regrelfable madness. I began to realise what they 
had had to put up with from me, m the way of exhausted and 
moody silences, or occasionally hysterical scenes of rage an 

Oh well, she can't help it, poor fool, she’s tired,” or ” Don't 

♦ Monica she’s not herself to-night, they said good- 
tease Monica, ^ It really was a little hard on 

?he‘rthat rhS r:;ercus^ont they hud ?eU from my being a 

cook should have been aLufthT’house, 

be a little ° Madness on all who crossed my path. On this 
scattering joy and ® ^ off and on, for about a 

nauseating vision ^ mouth for food and drink and to 

week, only waking to open nny haunted by the 

scrub myself ^ ^‘';,\^chcn stiN hung about me, as if 

thought that the smell ^ be clutches. At last 

fbTgTt ™a b« purl andl rose from bed and bath a 

new woman. nf monev had accumulated in the bank 

I found ‘hut qn.te a lot of monjy hu^ 

the energy to spend, and y tlirough I went out and 

^p^n^LTholloHn a very short time on the adornment of my 

''itol. ..M. no ™ 

?lied ^TdrollThi cold httie voice inside me which soon began 
to mutter disparaging remarks. 


178 


ONE PAIR OF HANDS 


“ Isn’t all this just leading back to the same point of boredom 
from which you tried to escape before ? And when you get 
there.” it seemed to say, ” then — what ? ” 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

Women everywhere, strolling, bustling, hesitating, standing 
agape, or trailing listlessly, they throng the concrete aisles be- 
tween the stalls. High above them the curving domes of Olympia 
are like the eyebrows of some giant, raised in tolerant surprise at 
the sea of Spring Millinery that surges below him. 

” The Household Fair ” is in full swing, and wives and mothers 
have converged on it from all sides to spend a happy and exhaust- 
ing afternoon tramping and gazing, tasting a sickening mixture of 
patent foods, and paying sixpence extra to marvel at ” The 
Kitchens of the Stars.” Weighed down by pamphlets and 
carrier-bags full of samples they seek somewhere to take the 
weight off their feet and have a nice hot cup of tea, but smooth 
young men pop out from stalls and detain them with a polite but 
insistent flow of words. 

” Excuse me, madam, but have you seen this wonderful ‘ No 
Mess ’ invention for removing the core from kidneys ? Now 
please don’t pass by without Just having a look at one of the 
most labour-saving devices ever invented. I’m sure you’ll agree 
with me that I have something here that is as genuine as it ^is 
ingenious. Just a step nearer, madam, if you don’t mind, Td 
just like to give you a free demonstration of what the ‘ No Mess * 
can do. No, don't run away, madam — no obligation, no com- 
pulsion to buy. I take the kidney in the left hand, so : now 
watch closely.” In vain they murmur : ” But we never have 
kidneys at home, my husband doesn’t like them.” A ” No 
Mess ” finds its way into the carrier-bag and an infinitesimal 
commission eventually finds its way into the young man’s 
pocket. 

In one coi ner of the exhibition an earnest-looking woman in 
moleskin coat is sitting inside a sort of cash desk guarding a pair 
of swing doors. There are placards and posters standing about 
and, at a distance, the place has the appearance of a cinema. A 
film is always a film, even though it may be only “ Educational,” 
so the women approach, only to find that it is not a cinema after 
all but a lecture hall. 
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“ Just going to start in five minutes’ time,” says the moleskin 
woman brightly as they hesitate, reading the placards which say ; 

“ 4 o’clock — THE SERVANT PROBLEM. SPEAKER I MISS M. 
DICKENS.” 

“ Never heard of her, have you, dear ? Still, it’s somewhere 
to sit down. How much is it? 

h-^ll is fairly full. Besides the beach- 

® K °whom it mauers little vvhether the lecture is about 
combers, to it^maUc ^ 

XTatTdeep interest in t^e P™blem of and 

and argue with the speaker’s 

Tyte"n past four, when pe^- . 

addresses the audience in ringing^ones^^ 

-Good afternoon, ladies^ Household Fair ’ and that you’re 
I hope you’re enjoying T gojng jq 

going to tell all yoar ^aads ab°aM^^ you-because 

keep you— much as I should hk ^ 

I know you haven t come here .* So just going 

generous laugh down fr ^ ^o you our speaker for this 

to stay 1°"S enough to in trodu^,^^ off-stage, ” Miss Dickens, 
afternoon— Miss Dix ',• j ou about the Servant Problem, 
Miss Dickens is going *aiK > something 

and I think you will af ^ ""been a maid herself for quite 

about it when I tell you cook and cook-general, so she 

a time. She took several jobs a^, cook j 

was able to study ® truths about employers " (another 

she will tell you a few y^^ about her 

jolly laugh), ” but I nleasure ladies, in introducing to you 

experiences. ^ summoning arm sideways and a 

this afternoon— she fling . jjg„,iy on to the stage with bent 
self-conscious figure wa^ks obe^enw 

knees—" Miss Dickens I Thank you. 
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She bows slightly and. sails away, and a friend in the wings 
gives one or two encouraging claps. Miss Dickens is left 
marooned in the centre of the stage, wondering what to do with 
her hands and feet. Darting a scared glance at the audience she 
sees that apart from the fact that their faces mostly register 
nothing but a rather cow-like vacancy, they really look quite 
kind, so she clears her throat and begins. 

The first part of the lecture is dedicated to a simple retailing of 
experiences in the kitchen, which is fairly plain sailing once she 
gets over the first stumblings and stammerings. She has some 
notes in her hand but they are not much help as she can never 
find the place. So she launches anecdotes into space at random, 
not daring to look at the audience in case they should be asleep. 
Eventually she begins to feel that her memory will not be able to 
stand the strain much longer, and there is grave danger of her 
breaking down. She decides to bring the first part of her lecture 
to a timely end and get on with the second half. 

“ And now, ladies,” she says, lowering her eyes to the audience 
and seeing, with enormous surprise, that one or two of them 
appear to be listening, “ let us consider seriously that vexed and 
vital question that plays such a great part in the lives of house- ^ 
wives to-day — the Servant Problem. I should like to give you 
some of the opinions that 1 have formed through my experiences 
about the advantages and disadvantages of the system, as well as 
possible remedies that have suggested themselves to me. I do 
hope, ladies, that if you have anything to say or any contradiction 
to make you will not hesitate to stand up and raise your hand, 
and you shall gel a chance to speak.” That bit was easy because 
she had learnt it off by heart. Discovering that by some lucky 
chance she has found the right place in her notes, she proceeds at 
a high-speed gabble before there is any chance of losing the 
threads. 

” rd like to enumerate the advantages first because, to my 

rnind, they are fewer than the disadvantages, and need only be 

lightly touched on at the moment. I'm not here to paint for 

you a glorified and glowing picture of Domestic Service so that 

we all deceive ourselves that everything in the garden is rosy, and ‘ i 

maids float blissfully about in a sort of Utopia. What I want to 

do is to face the question honestly so that by dragging the snags 

and difficulties out into the light of day and dissecting them we 

may, perhaps, be able to go a few steps further towards remedy- 
ing them.” 

At this point a lady in the back row comes to the end of a ten- 
page letter from her son in the Malay States and looks up to ask 
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her neighbour what all the talking is about. On being told, she 
gets up with a great deal of commotion and rustling and stumbles 
out over eight pairs of knees. 

Miss Dickens ploughs bravely on through the noise, not daring 
to emulate the vicar who pauses in his sermon, if anyone gets up 
to go, to watch them from the pulpit as they clatter mortified 
down the aisle, the cynosure of a thousand righteous eyes. 

“ — from very uncomfortable homes,” she is heard to be 
saying when the swing doors have finished going “ Swish — 
BUMP — bumpity, bumpity, bump — bump.” 

” To some of these girls it may be an unknown luxury to have a 
room of their own and regular, satisfying meals. Very often 
they have to do housework and cooking in their own homes, 
waiting on ungrateful fathers and brothers, perhaps, so how much 
nicer it is for them to go somewhere where, though they have to 
work just the same, they do at least get paid for it. 

” Even for those who have a perfectly contented and provident 
family it may be a boring one. To go into service offers them the 
attraction of seeing new places and people, making new friends, 
and getting quite a thrill out of seeing the way other people live 
(which, believe me, can often be a revelation of a highly diverting 

Iciod ) 

“ I think everyone agrees that, on the whole, Domestic Service 
i s comparatively well paid. Especially nowadays when, in the 
words of a charlady friend of mine, who apparently got twenty 
pounds a year in her first place, ‘ slips of girls, sli^ps I say. get 

twenty-five bob a week. Makes you think, don tit . 

” Even I, without references, inexperienced, inemcient, and 

lazy, got that in my first job. 

‘‘There are, of course, glaring exceptions— cases of un^fair 
wages and meanness, and there always will be, until the whole 

thine is put on a more standard and regulated basis. 

“How d’you mean ?” asks a monkey-faced little woman 
popping !up and down again so quickly that Miss D cannot 
where she has got to and has to answer to the audience m 

^^“T^ean that Domestic Service may come, m time, to be run 
much n^re like a working business arrangement, with fixed 
Zrs wages Ld even a contract drawn up 

Start of the engagement. You have probably read of idea 
in the papers ^The ‘ Servants’ Charter,’ as it is called, has been 
Sven quUra lot of well-deserved publicity. But we shall coine 
S this again later on. To return to what I was saying about 

wages ” 
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It is quite obvious that she finds it difficult to think coherently 
if she has to digress. Her only hope is to follow up one train of 
thought at a time, and she thinks that, perhaps, the idea of letting 
the audience talk, and thereby saving a bit of her own breath, 
was not such a good one after all. She is going to get horribly 
tied up later on, if they start piping up frequently. 

“ Living-in maids,” she continues, ” who have no board 
expenses, are better off on their pound or twenty-five shillings a ^ 
week than, say, shopgirls who may earn forty shillings or more 
but probably have to contribute to home expenses, or even sup- 
port themselves entirely. 

“ An added attraction in the way of money is the fact that 
visitors often give quite good tips. I, personally, to my great 
disgust, never got any, because the only place I was at where 
guests stayed in the house I was only the unseen cook. There 
ought to be a fifteen per cent, system, like in continental hotels, 
to ensure that the cook, who does twice as much work as the 
butler, should not get left out. 

“ That's just a rough sketch of some of the advantages. Now 
we come to the disadvantages which will probably seem to out- 
number them even more than they do because we are going to 
consider them in greater detail.” ^ 

One or two of the audience begin to look at their watches and 
think longingly of tea, but the ones with more endurance are 
thinking that they know some disadvantages too about being a 
mistress, and they are licking their mental lips at the thought of 
what they will tell this girl if she gets above herself, as she un- 
doubtedly will when she gets carried away by the memory of her 
grievances. They bide their time. 

She notices one or two rather grim-looking faces, for the 
hall is not dark, so starts off by saying cautiously : ” I fully 
realise that a great many mistresses treat their servants so con- 
siderately that it precludes any possibility of discontent. They 
probably think that if everyone did the same there would be no 
servant problem. Well, that is true up to a point, but a great 
deal of the trouble is due, not to individuals but to the faults of 
the system in general ; not only the domestic system, but the 
entire regime of Class in England. 

” Class-consciousness is demode, old-fashioned, feudal — we 
all know that : and yet how much do we do to help break it 
down ? The Working Classes, revolting at last from their 
centui 'cs of subjugation and repression, are struggling for a fair 
deal, si- uggling antagonistically, often misguidedly, because they 
get no co-operation. It is dinned into them in early youth by 
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their Board School teachers, whose inadequate pay gives them 
Bolshevistic ideas, that they must at all costs stand up for their 
rights. 

“ ‘ Don’t let them get you down, my child,' they cry, ‘ don t be 
put upon.’ And so, as Domestic Service is often one long saga of 
being ‘ put upon ’ and credited with a little less intelligence than a 
guinea-pig, it, not unnaturally, does not attract. The so-callcd 
‘ Upper Classes ’ will not see that they have got to meet them 
half-way. The English sit back, full of comfortable ideals of a 
better world, waiting for someone else to take the trouble to 
fight for their materialization.” 

She pauses for breath, suddenly remembermg that she has 
been told to keep Class out of her lecture if possible and, 
anyway, she is probably talking through her hat. A very 
rude woman indeed seizes the opportunity to l^P to her feet 
and, cloaking her rudeness with a social but insincere smile, 


she says : _ . . i. 

** If you esm stop behaving as if this were Marble Arch on a 

Sunday morning for one moment you might answer a question. 

You say we don't co-operate. I say that that applies to maids. 

Why should the untrained and inefficient girls who go into service 

nowadays merit the same consideration as skilled workers— 

people who have taken the trouble to learn their job . i was a 

working girl myself once, 1 don’t mind admitting it, she puffs 

out her chest with pride at her own modesty, bunching her furs 

about her, ” and I had to serve apprenticeship in the shop where I 

worked before I could command a wage.” 

Everybody, the speaker included, is getting a bit fed-up with 
this creature whose rise in station has probabl^y ^^^^n due to the 
fact that a successful business man with a taste for bulk in women 

once oassed by a milliner’s window. , .r 

don’t you see.” says the irritated figure on the p atform 
“ that’s just the point ? 1 agree with you tnat the schools ought 

to t^ch Domestic Science, us a Science, giving an interest by 
stressing its possibilities, but they don’t, because as tiungs are 
at present they consider it almost a degradation— a slipping 
backTo tLse very conditions which they are trying to abolish 

VOU Low and aU that. Until a more modern 

li^understLding relationship has been established between 

^lerfdom ’?Tys "^r^^'stwhile Working Ctrl scomfuUy^ 
•• Tch^ ' you taL in catchwords. It’s got nothing to do with 

m^wheth'er'^Lhe Class System is all 

wages and 1 want good service, and 1 m not going to wait uii 
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there’s a revolution to get it.’^ She sits do\vn with a thump of 
self-satisfaction. 

“ Be that as it may,” says Miss Dickens, changing the subject 
in a rather cowardly way, ” the fact remains that when there are 
so many jobs open to girls Domestic Service compares unfav- 
ourably. Any maid who only has two nights a week off is bound 
to be green with envy at her friend the shop-girl, who goes to the 
Pictures and dance-halls every night and snaffles all the young ^ 
men. Even on her day out her mistress may thoughtlessly 
arrange a lunch-party, thinking, if she thinks about it at all : 

‘ Oh, well, she’s not supposed to get off till half-past two.’ She 
doesn’t realise that the girl is faced with the alternative of clearing 
up after lunch, and perhaps not getting away till three or four, or 
leaving everything and being confronted with a congealing, dis- 
heartening mess when she comes home tired in the evening. 

” Sometimes, too, her good nature may be taken advantage of 
and her days out changed, perhaps at the last minute. This is 
very unfair. It would be highly irregular for a typist to be sud- 
denly told : * We would like you to stay here and work on Satur- 
day afternoon, Miss Smikes ; you shall have a half-day off during 
the week instead.’ She wouldn’t put up with her tennis being 
interfered with ; but the poor skivvy has no status and no redress ^ 
except to make herself unpleasant, which 1 tried once or twice, 
but always found unsatisfactory in the long run.” 

Miss Dickens, finding that her audience is taking this rather 
dreary chronicle of grievances fairly well in a soporific sort of 
way, ploughs on tlu ough the list of things that she feels bound to 
bring to their notice. Her feet are getting tired and she would 
love a drink, but it would take a braver woman than she is to 
make use of that unreal-looking carafe under a merciless female 
scrutiny. 

” Money,” says the list cryptically. What on earth can this 
mean ? She racks her brains, and the rude woman yawns with 
out putting up her hand. 

Oh, yes, of course — the hatefulness of having to deal with 
other people’s money. The rude woman closes her mouth and 
champs herjaws as she continues : 

” Mistresses, as well as maids, should be taught a little domes- 
tic common sense at school. Through ignorance or laziness they 
very often let their maids deal with the household money — 
giving them so much a week to pay the tradesman, and telling 
them to order what they need, which sometimes boils down to 
what irresistible tradesmen persuade them that they need. It is a 
very invidious position. It is no'easy matter to find change for 





ONE PAIR OF HANDS 


185 


the laundry, pay the weekly milk bill, and find out whether 
spinach is cheaper than cauliflower to-day in the middle of 
making a souffle and dealing with a stubborn fire on the floor 
above. Is it any wonder that muddles occur which, if the 
mistress is a bit of an ogre, have to be made good out of one’s 
own pocket ? Then on top of everything the mistress swoops 
down waving a sheaf of invoices and crying that it is a scandal, 
the bills are enormous, and the cook's prodigality amounts almost 
to dishonesty. 

“ Surely it is all wrong that employers should dictate to those 
under them without knowing something of the work that they 
are asking them to do ? It doesn’t happen in business, and yet in 
Domestic Service there are countless mistresses who have not 
the slightest idea of how long good cooking takes, how difficult 
is is to cook without the proper equipment and subject to con- 
stant interruption, not to mention how easily (joking apart ! ) 

things can ‘come to pieces in me ’and, mum.’ 

“ Uncomfortable rooms — cold, perhaps, and depressingly 
drab— bad washing facilities, and unbalanced diet (sometimes 
even not enough to eat), heavy trays to carry up back-breaking 
flights of stairs, intimate existence with possibly revoltingly un- 
congenial company, these are only a few of the many grievances 
that I have brought away with me from situations w' h people 
who were really perfectly good-hearted only thoughtless and 
steeped in the tradition that they were born to be waited on 
I have no doubt that there are thousands of maids who ^ 

the same tale. I was not exceptionally unlucky in my ^penences, 
though possibly the fact that I was exceptionally inefficient may 
have had a little to do with it. I could go on for hours telling 
you about the minor irritations and discomforts that pile up mto 
a heap of discontented misery for the weary inhabitants of t 

YOU c°o"uli "J’TaVefaT^’t you’re certainly no. going to. ’ 
mutters a fieshless horse of a woman, nsmg purposefully to her 
ISt andlnte^upting the sing-song recital by clearing her throat 

^‘*“Yes®^es, delighted-charming, T’m sure,” murmurs Miss 

Dickens vaguely shiTting under that grim star^ 

“You must know, then that i na 

g'oter.” aea^— 
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place, good, nourishing food, and generous wages. Add to this 
an atmosphere of friendly co-operation and good-fellowship.’* 

The picture that this conjures up of three bonnie lassies bounc- 
ing merrily around with a plate of porridge in one hand and a 
fat pay envelope in the other is delightful, but at variance with 
the expression on the face of their mistress. She ploughs deter- 
minedly on, and eventually gets to : “ And the result ? Loyalty, 
good service, and content.” 

What about followers in the kitchen ? ” pipes up a smart 
young matron in the back row, not because she wants to know, 
but because she wants a little amusement. 

” I allow them to have girls and relations to tea, of course. 
They have no stint of pleasure. Men visitors, no. I believe in 
removing the cause of temptation and thus avoiding trans- 
gression. I flatter myself that I have never had a girl go wrong 
yet.” 

The smart young matron and her smart young girl-friend nudge 
^ch other, and they choke and giggle into their handkerchiefs. 
Unconscious of the mirth behind her, the horse sits down with 
dignity and satisfaction, drops another sheet of corrugated 
iron, and fixes a forbidding eye on the platform. 

Well, thank you. I’m sure that sounds very nice,” says Miss ^ 
Dickens intimidated. “Now I’ll go on, unless anyone else — ?” 

1-1 one fat and jolly-looking and the other 

like a little wizened apple in tin spectacles. 

Eenie, meenie, mina, mo,” she thinks foolishly, but they both 

start talking at once, and the fat woman wins by sheer volume of 
sound. 

"I’ve got a grievance!” she roars. “I may not be the 
model mistress ” (with a grin at the Scotswoman), “ but I do feel 
that It s a little hard that I should have been tricked — taken 
advantage of in the lowest possible way — and, mark you, not 

only once, but twice ! ” .7 » ^ 

The mad and fleeting hope that this is going to be a hot story 

o outrage by an unfastidious second footman soon dies as the 
voice booms on : 


Despairing of ever finding a London girl who was neither a 
slut nor an imbec-le, I acted on friends’ advice and wrote to an 
agency in Wales. It was like a dream come true. They offered 

wnrt willing young things, longing to 
chosp th *"Sers to the bone for a comparative pittance. I 
whh% W T P^e*t*est name, and she duly turned up 

went ^ accent, and the dream 

lie she scuttled round the house for two days, almost 
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bursting herself with eagerness. I had paid her fare up and I was 
so enchanted with her that I even let her have a week’s wages in 
advance to buy some clothes. Then came her day out.” 

She pauses, with a fine sense of drama, and gazes impressively 

round the audience. 

“ Believe me or believe me not. Miss Dilys Rees- Jones walked 
out of my house and never walked into it again ! When she 
hadn’t come home by midnight I went down to her room and 
saw that all her things were gone. She had obviously just used 
me as a means to get to London, and had then gone off on her 
own business — she probably had friends in London. I thought 

ofnotifying the police, but ” u i ^ a 

‘‘ Oh but you should have, indeed you should ! A little 

woman’jumps up in great distre^. “ White Slavery, you know, 

it*s very rife. The poor girl , ,, t ♦ 

“ Poor girl my eye. It’s a complete ramp, I tel you. I wrote 

a furious letter to the agency, and they were so apologeUc that hke 

afool I let them send me another girl. What happened . 

the same thing, only as it was Christmas time this one stayed 

IndyMfsL"^ either ? ” The little woman is 

'"“oh,* we toggTd^te■ Regent’s Canak 

found was a couple of dead cats and an old boot. She shak^. 
ielly-like with laughter at her own humour, which seems to be 

u^p^ired by her disillusioning t 

down shaking her head and muttering : Well, I don t know, 

the most junior student teacner, anu 

at a time, ladies, if you don t mind. and incratitude. 

She listens to several reve -^^ ^m wh^ol'firsf^^fing of 
probably grossly as receptacles for false teeth, 

^oons J®"fb/rng the solution of the Servant Problem 

None of these tends to bring t ^ edgeways to 

any nearer, and she k^Ps try g ^ ^ 

IrSt^rnTn^off- a voluble lady with a 

grievance about alcohol by saying . 
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“ This is all very well, but I don’t see that it’s getting us any- 
where. I thought we were here to discuss improvements, not to 
listen to the sound of our own voices.” 

” Well, I must say.’i says the voluble one querulously, ” talk 
about bad manners ” 

“ Hush, mother,” says her daughter, tugging at her skirt, 

” don’t make an exhibition of yourself.” 

” Don’t be absurd, Nora, I know what I'm doing, thank you.” 

” Oh, mother, for goodness’ sake do sit down.” 

” I won’t have you speak to me like that, Nora, I don’t know 
what’s come over you lately.” 

A first-class family row is developing, and it achieves the result 
of making her sit down in order to revile her daughter at closer 
range and giving the speaker a chance to get on with the job. 

” Well, ladies,” she says brightly, not sure whether they are 
all with her or not, ” now that we have heard some of the griev- 
ances and difficulties of both sides we must consider how the very 
obvious need for reform could possibly be met. I have one or 
two ideas here.” She fumbles with her notes and the esssential 
sheet floats out of her grasp and has to be chased across the stage 
before she can resume. 

” Nowadays, when everything, even marriage, is run on such 1 
business-like lines, Domestic Service is hopelessly behind the 
times. The relationship between mistress and maid should be 
more standardised. 

” I think that this can never come about until it is established 
that girls who want to command good wages and be employed in 
nice homes must have trained and reached a certain standard of 
efiiciency. Equally, the mistress cannot expect to employ a girl 
who has reached this standard unless she is prepared to treat her • 
with the respect and consideration that a skilled worker deserves.” 

‘‘ Do you mean have hard-and-fast rules drawn up ; a Bill 
passed in Parliament, with penalties for non-observance ? ” says 
an earnest voice from the back of the hall. 

” Well, it may come to that, it may even come to shifts and 
completely soulless service. But 1 think that an understanding 
could be established without such drastic measures. A little 
propaganda, a little co-operation ” 

” Shifts,” interrupts someone thoughtfully. “ I don’t see how 
that could ever work. There aren’t enough servants to go round 
as it is, without having to find a double lot. The only hope of 
improving the conditions of domestic service is that girls should 
take a pride in their work, enjoy that peculiar satisfaction of a 
job well done. Working in shifts wouldn’t encourage this — 
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they*d always be leaving things for the other to do, or discovering 
that something they had taken trouble over had been messed up. 
Actually, I don’t know why I’m here at all, I'm one of the fortu- 
nate people who’ve never had servant worries, 1 don’t know why. 
It leaves me nothing to talk about after dinner.*’ 

She is nice, this woman, with her soft, attractive voice and huge 
flashes of smile. She radiates a certain charm, and people 

listen to her. ^ 

“ It’i not that I’m specially indulgent or anything like that. 

I suppose I must have an easy household or something. My two 
have been with me for ten years—pets, they are— and nothing 
but death will ever part us. Of course, there are only two of us— 
no nurses or anything like that. I say, talking of nurses, some- 
thing occurred to me— am I talking too much, by the way ? 

“ No, please go on. It’s lovely to hear someone without a 

* it 

Well, what I thought when you were talking about 
servants improving their conditions by being traine^was how 
very much that is borne out by the example of nurses— children s 
espLially. Their lives are ten times happier than in the days 
bef^rt^y had to be trained, with diplomas and all sorts of 
tricks You get a completely different class of girl S^ing in for it , 
if’« an occuoation with as good a status as any. It all seems to 
arise out of*^ :he fact of their being trained. Well, this has come 
about gradually, without any laws or Bills being passed, so 
X IhlSdn’t something of the same sort evolve itself with 

“ Sav I think you got something there.” An American voic^ 

of -^fhe ^s^ervan; 

-“‘rifdf c‘'oT:;sf ‘ct^rfyou ure';^ 

Zd Lt 'emlratlulte afbutlers and parlour maids. They co^d 
anu ici oil* kcsHctac <;av that s quite an idea. ... tne 

have ^‘°^|‘“thfng in the nature of a toy has for her race 

erS her for a moment in reverie, but she is brought back to 

"""Is^’ftCe'that" erica some cooks have>tter cars than 
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upon once more to bring the meeting back to a more earnest 
level. 

“ Please,” she urges the lecturer, please do let us get back to a 
more fruitful discussion. Some of these ladies do not seem quite 
to realise the very urgent nature of the problem that we are con- 
sidering this afternoon. I myself have the subject very much at 
heart, if no one else has, and my time, I think, is as valuable as 
anyone else’s.” 

ri.' The rude woman who caused trouble at the beginning backs 
her up, as she sees a chance of revealing that Miss Dickens has not 
many ideas on the subject of improving conditions below-stairs. 

” Yes, please do tell us what other conclusions you came to 
after your experiences in service.” 

” Well, there are one or two minor points,” referring to 
cryptic drawings on her notes, ” they apply more to particular 
situations than to service in general. Service Lifts, for instance. 
I think it’s scandalous that young and perhaps delicate girls 
should run the risk of strain by lugging heavy trays up and down 
stairs. 

” Caps, that's another thing. Many maids seem to think 
they’re degrading, and if they really feel strongly about it, it 
seems a shame to make them wear them for the sake of satisfying 
some trifling notion of etiquette. Personally, I can’t see that a 
cap’s any different from an apron — they’re both badges of 
servitude. The only thing I have against them is that they’re 
so madly unbecoming. Being a skivvy is drab enough, anyway, 
without having to make oneself look any more depressing than 
necessary.” 

” Hear, hear ! ” says the smart young matron, who is just 
getting up to go with her friend. ” I think a servant’s life must 
be about the biggest hell on earth. Don’t you ? Or don’t 
you ? ” They drift out, leaving a faint suspicion of Guerlain’s 
Coq d'Or on the air behind them. 

Somewhere in the main hall outside a clock strikes five. An 
insistent clicking noise off-stage turns out to be the buxom organ, 
iser snapping her fingers to indicate that the lecture must be 
brought to an end in order to leave the field clear for ” miss b. 

FINNAN-SLOCOOK ON LACE-MAKING AND PETIT POINT.” 

Thank God for that, anyway,” thinks Miss Dickens, search- 
ing for something to say that will round off her talk more or less 
coherently. 

Hearing all the points and troubles of both sides makes one 
realise more ^d more how great is the need for rectification, but 
how difficult it is going to be to fulfil. I think we are all agreed 
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that the root of the trouble lies in the fact of Domestic Service not 
being treated as a skilled occupation, which, if properly done, it 
tmost certainly is. Some of us may in the future find ourselves 
with the opportunity to help in the campaign of reform that is 
now in its infancy. Good luck to it ! And — er — good after- 
noon.” 

Flushed with relief that the ordeal is over, she bows and smiles, 
and the announcer drives the corsage of violets on to the stage 

at a bustling trot, and cries : ... 

” Now, ladies, wasn’t that splendid ! Let s all give Miss 

Dickens a jolly good clap ! ” 

Most of the audience have got their gloves on, preparatory to 
departure and some only feel obliged to make the mtxQsi politesse 
of applause, so the noise is not deafening, but the two on the 
platform bow a bit more, and stretch their mouths affably, before 
the larger one gives the other a poke in the ribs and sends her 

stumbling off the stage. ■ , t- i. a 

Clasps of handbags cUck, gloves are retrieved from the floor, 

and chairs scrape, as the audience gets up and trickles away to 
further orgies of unbridled gaiety. The outbreak of chattering 
makes it difficult to distinguish individual remarks, but a sen- 
tence or two reach the ear of Miss Dickens, powdering her nose 

in the wings, in an eff-ort to regain her self-respect. 

“ Well I told you it wouldn’t be worth sixpence. Words, 
wordTwoJdsfanrwhen you think of it, what did all tha, talk 

amount to ? ” ^ 

” Don’t ask me, dear. I was asleep. 


THE END 
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